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ABSTRACT
ETHICAL THEORY AND POPULATION PROBLEMS
MAY 2001
KEVIN E MOON, BA, CARLETON COLLEGE
Ph D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Fred Feldman
Ethical theory faces a group of difficult puzzles concerning populations. Here
is one: would it be right to maximize utility by causing the number of people existing
in the further future to be very, very large, even if this means that each of their lives is
barely worth living9 Derek Parfit concludes that standard utilitarianism yields the
result that it would be right to create such a world He calls this conclusion
“repugnant
I
begin with an examination of the objection, in which I argue that the
problem is axiological, not normative I present my interpretation of the problem, and
consider and reject the most popular and plausible responses in the literature.
Many people agree with Parfit that the repugnant conclusion is unacceptable
They see this as a strong objection to impersonalism, and conclude that only person-
affecting utilitarianism solves the population problems in question I argue that the
most credible person-affecting theories incorrectly answer simple population questions
and are deficient in other respects.
Need we accept Parfit’s objection? I advance my own view - that there are
totalistic axiologies that do not imply the repugnant conclusion, and defeat the mere
addition paradox. I show that these theories have much in common with classical
IV
totalism, and they give the intuitively correct result in the crucial cases under
consideration
V
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
1.1 Introduction
For hundreds of years philosophers, thinkers and theologians have been
discussing what it is that constitutes a person This topic has a long and controversial
history in the field of philosophy. Whether they develop strong views on personhood
or not, few philosophers have turned to the related ethical question, “Whatever it is
that people turn out to be, how many should exist now? How many people should
there ever be?” It is only in the last generation or so that the ethical question about the
numbers of people has been asked. I plan on considering a few important questions
about ethical theory and populations. My main concern is to articulate and examine
some of the normative ethical puzzles concerning how many people should exist now
and in the future. I hope to clarify some of the confusions that pervade the discussions
in this area
I am convinced that questions about populations are pressing and critical. In
the last few years our awareness of the consequences our acts have on the later lives of
presently existing people and on individuals who do not yet exist has greatly increased.
I suspect that this heightened awareness is due to technological advances in the
sciences and the challenges we have faced cleaning up after previous generations. For
example, we can now predict with a good degree of certainty the number of cancers
that will be caused in the next century by the weakening of the protective ozone layer
around the earth. These predictions are based on facts about current population
density, projected demographic changes, our current understanding of the causes of
1
cancer, and the use of complicated models and computers to crunch the statistics. We
know roughly how many chlorofluorocarbons have been released into the atmosphere,
how long their journey to the ozone layer will take, and what the damage will be. We
may excuse people for mishandling these substances in the past, but we cannot pretend
that we do not know these facts and predictions now. We can be reasonably certain
that our acts will have a harmful effect, and that people's lives will be disrupted or
prematurely ended for many years to come.
In the past, we may have been ignorant about the ethical content of our
decisions, but we are not so ignorant now. We know our decisions are morally
significant, predictions of our actions’ bad effects on future generations will only
become more accurate. Now we are faced with an ethical problem. What is the
normative moral status of acts that have destructive consequences in the further future,
and why?
It seems obvious to me that, just as the cancer that killed my grandfather in
1977 was a bad thing, a death due to cancer in the year 2077 that resulted from a
weakening of the ozone layer would also be unfortunate. Whether that cancer victim
exists now or not is irrelevant to the badness of the act. If an act results in future
deaths or suffering, then it seems obvious that we have a moral reason not to choose
that act. Whether the reason against choosing that act is overridden by other
considerations is another question. A complete picture of the circumstances of the case
determines the rightness or wrongness of acts that cause cancer. Nevertheless, I begin
with the intuition that it is bad and it counts against an act that it causes a future case of
cancer. A common analogy used in such cases is with victims separated from their
2
victimizes by space. It could be wrong to put garbage into the headwaters of the
Mississippi when it results in illnesses downstream. Just as it would be wrong to
avoidably harm our contemporaries in that way, it could also be wrong to bum the
garbage if it would result in the same number of illnesses in people who do not yet
exist. Spatial separation is as morally insignificant as temporal separation.
We do not have to imagine instances where our present acts harm future
generations, cases like these are practical problems we consider everyday. Indeed, it is
hard to read a newspaper without finding an article that has a bearing on morality and
future generations. The Chicago Tribune of Sunday, November 7, 1993, contained an
article on the difficulties China is facing in balancing populations and resources. The
present population is 1 .2 billion people, about 22% of the world's population. They
have 9% of the world's natural resources and 8% of the world's arable land at their
disposal There are very serious shortages of drinking water. To help bring resources
and population into line, China has adopted a controversial, coercive policy to curb
population growth. Couples are strongly encouraged to have only one child, forced
sterilizations and abortions are common. Obviously, such a policy is having a
tremendous effect on future generations. Policies like these directly determine the size
of the next generation and what kinds of lives will be lived. The indirect effects are
considerable. If this policy is successful over a long period of time, most of the
members of the next generation will have grown up without siblings,
1
which in turn
might determine their attitude towards parenthood and whether or not they choose to
maintain this policy in the future. If the policy is inequitably enforced, this could
change the population density in various provinces. This could raise or lower the
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standard of living, which in turn might affect political trends and where people choose
to live. There are many more abortions of female fetuses because male children are
preferred. Since it is the number and health of females rather than males that
determines the size of the next generation, this has a significant effect on the size of the
population.
As stated above, I believe that there has been a consciousness raising over the
last generation or so regarding ethical questions and populations. We now see that
many minor decisions we make have profound effects on future people. These are
practical, realistic questions. Why not allow the Chinese population to grow without
retrictions? The answer seems to be that the resulting population would have less
happy, shortened lives. Why is that worse than the outcome with the lower
population? These are practical problems faced daily by governments, policy makers
and individuals.
However, I will not be concerned in this essay with an empirical discussion of
this or that policy, nor will I investigate any proposed policies for their moral
acceptability. I will assume that many decisions we make determine if there will be
future generations, how many people there will be, and who it is who will come to
exist. These decisions are made on a daily basis and affect our views on birth control,
the ways we dispose of toxic waste, if and where we build nuclear reactors, the use of
nuclear weapons, and genetic screening. I am concerned with the moral status such
acts have, and why. We could restrict reproduction, continue to use our resources as
we do, and bring about a world with a low population and a high level of well-being.
An alternative to this policy might be a policy in which we promote reproduction,
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greatly ration our use of limited resources, use and replenish renewable resources
wherever possible. This might bring about a world with a much lower quality of life,
but one containing many more people. Which policy ought to be pursued? Which
outcome is preferable?
My interest in these problems is theoretical. I am interested in illuminating what
the right thing to do is, and the nature and extent of our obligations to future
generations. As I will argue, these are most often questions about axiology, e g. what
value should be placed on this or that population at a certain level of utility. Friends
and family members have pointed out with disappointment, "so, you're just interested in
theory." It seems to me that these theoretical questions have tremendous practical
significance. Problems balancing populations and resources similar to the one
presented above present themselves in practical ways. The director of a hospital might
receive a donation of one million dollars that could be spent in one of two ways. The
money could be allocated to enable two premature infants per year to live full, high
quality lives, or it could be used to enable each of 200 elderly patients to struggle
through another twelve months of life at a very low level of quality. We can suppose
that if we choose to help the elderly patients, the infants will die young. Ifwe choose
to help the infants, the elderly patients would die a year before they could have. This, it
seems to me, is a very practical application of problems in population theory.
One response might be that the living of a human life, whatever its quality, has
value in itself. Ifwe help the elderly, 200 years of life will be lived, and the alternative
only realizes one hundred and sixty years of life lived. If we ought to do what
maximizes the amount of life lived in the world, then the elderly ought to be helped,
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and the infants allowed to die. Another response might be that human life has no value
in itself, but the quality and quantity of that person’s experience does have value. This
response might claim that one hundred and sixty years at a high average level of utility
is quite likely better than 200 years at a low level of utility. So, helping the infants is
far better than helping the elderly people. Each response is based on a particular
axiology in combination with a normative ethical theory. One might wonder why, on
the first view, the quality of life does not matter. One might ask an advocate of the
second view if there were some number of elderly patients such that helping them
would be better than helping two infants to live full and happy lives.
In this introductory chapter ofmy dissertation I outline the project and the
problems with which I will be dealing. The problems considered have many sources,
among them is Derek Parfit's Reasons and Persons . Part four of that work has been
important in the area of population ethics.
In this section I have loosely characterized the problem and my interest in it. In
the following section I will sketch four basic problems in the area broadly understood
as future generations. In section three I will discuss the historical sources of two of
these problems. In section four I will briefly mention the methods, approaches and
problems with which I will not be concerned. The area of population theory is large
and diverse; my discussion cannot begin to cover the full range of problems and
approaches. In the fifth and last section I will characterize my approach and structure
of the discussion.
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1.2 A Sketch of the Problems
In the following sections, I will briefly sketch four population problems
common in the literature. I will focus on the last three for the remainder of this work.
1.2.1 The Non-identitv Problem
Inquiries concerning populations often begin by considering the following
problem. There are many ways that the world could have been such that I would not
have existed. My parents met in part because the United States Army decided that if
World War II dragged on for too long, there would be a shortage of officers. My
father was considered officer material, and was sent to a small college in Wisconsin for
training. He was sent to the school my mother attended, met and eventually married
her. The war ended, my parents finished their degrees, moved to Schenectady, New
York, and began a family. About seven years later I was bom. The world could have
been different in major or minor ways that would have resulted in my not existing at all
The Army could have not classified my father as officer material, and sent him to
Europe directly out of boot camp. My mother was the first in her family to attend
college It was more likely that she would have chosen not to do so. I was conceived
and born while my parents lived in an apartment above a fire station. Perhaps I was
conceived one night after my parents were awakened by a siren. The world could have
been such that that siren didn't awaken my parents that night. My parents could have
chosen not to have a second child at all, or they could have chosen to wait and have a
second child at a later time; in either case I wouldn't have existed. Let us suppose that
they would have had a second child, and they would have named him Keith.
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The Non-Identity problem seems to be the following. Does the fact that Keith
and Kevin are not the same make a moral difference? The answer seems to be 'no'.
Now suppose that it can reasonably be predicted that Kevin will have a long and fairly
happy life, and Keith will have an equally long and miserable life, but a life that is
nevertheless worth living Suppose that Keith and Kevin would have the same net
effect on those whom they meet and affect during the course of their lives. We might
be inclined to argue that choosing to wait and conceive Keith is wrong because of the
bad effect that it has on the child. However, the child wouldn't be better off if they’d
chosen not to wait, or if they had done anything other than what they did. That child
wouldn’t exist if they had chosen not to wait. The bad effect is a necessary
consequence of his conception. So it seems that the decision to wait would be worse
for no one.
2
A similar example with a larger population concerns the selection of an energy
policy by a community. They must decide how to dispose of nuclear waste which will
remain radioactive for thousands of years. The community could choose the Safe
Policy, by which the waste would be buried in a safe, geologically stable area. There
would never be the possibility of an environmental contamination. The alternative is
the Risky Policy, which carries a risk of a nuclear catastrophe due to an earthquake
many centuries from now. Both policies would insure the safety of everyone for 300
years. Ifwe choose the Risky Policy, the standard of living will be higher in the near
future than it would have been under the Safe Policy. The community chooses the
Risky Policy, a catastrophe occurs after many centuries, releasing radiation and killing
8
thousands of people. The Risky Policy also affects the standard of living in such a way
that those killed by the catastrophe will have had lives worth living
.
3
It is natural to think that the second example is substantially unlike the first. It
appears that in the first case, my parents’ choice affects who will live, Keith or
someone else (Kevin) who will live a happier life overall. In the second case, we might
think that we ought not choose the Risky Policy because future generations will be
worse off under the Risky Policy than the Safe Policy. On this view, the quality or
quantity of life of future people is not what it would have been had we chosen the Safe
Policy. It is wrong to follow the Risky Policy because it is against the interests of
future generations.
One might distinguish the Safe or Risky choice from the Kevin or Keith choice
by noting that, in the former case, the same people live no matter which policy is
chosen. This is false and naive . 4 It is not the case that no matter which policy we
choose, the same individuals will exist . 5 The policies help to cause the details to be as
they are. These are the details around which people make the decisions that structure
their lives: where they live, where they work, whom they meet and marry. Within the
same marriages, details of the policies affect when people choose to have children.
How might this happen in the case of the Risky Policy and the Safe Policy? The
Risky Policy might entail building nuclear waste sites close to major cities having
nuclear powerplants. Local residents are hired to assist in the construction of these
areas, and construction is completed quickly and inexpensively. This is the inexpensive
alternative, so money is available for the government to spend on entitlement programs
and projects to increase the standard of living. In contrast to this, the Safe Policy is
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much more expensive. A geologically stable area hundreds of miles from the nearest
city must be found, purchased and developed. Many more precautions are taken in the
building of the disposal area, and it is far more expensive. Roads must be built,
construction workers must move from the cities, towns near the site experience a boom
to their economies, while people in more remote areas move to get jobs. Money is cut
from existing programs to complete and maintain the site. Provided the project is large
enough, it is easy to see that different people will meet and different children will be
conceived under these conditions. These children grow up, choose careers and have
their own children. As time goes by, more lives are altered and more people exist who
otherwise would not have existed had the Safe Policy not been chosen. Eventually, no
member of the population alive following the Risky Policy would also be alive had the
Safe Policy been followed . 6
Now, if we reflect on our response, I believe we can come to a significant
conclusion. Consider the case of the Safe Policy and the Risky Policy. What is wrong
with following the Risky Policy? A natural response is to claim that it is wrong to
follow the Risky Policy because it is against the interests of future generations. We
might think that future people are worse off ifwe follow policies like the Risky Policy.
This is not true. Once we realize the long term effects of our actions and the
consequence that, given time, no one will be alive who would have been alive had we
followed the other policy instead, we can see that without certain acts that temporally
precede a population, that particular population never would have existed. Now that
we see this, are we any less concerned? Are we relieved to learn that none of those
harmed by the Risky Policy are worse off than they would have been had the Safe
10
Policy been selected? Whatever we believe the negative effects of the choice might be,
are they lessened when we realize that those who are adversely affected could not have
been any better off7 I believe not. Since it does not mitigate the bad effect of the result
to realize that the populations following Safe and Risky are different, it seems that it
makes no difference that those resulting from the choice are not the same 7
The preceding argument is based on an intuition and an assumption that may
not be shared by many people. Consider the example known as the Medical Programs.
There are two conditions, J and K, which cause children to be born with a slight
handicap. A simple treatment prevents a pregnant woman with condition J from giving
her child the handicap. A woman would give her child the same handicap if, at the time
of conception, she has K K cannot be treated, but disappears in two months. There
are plans for screening programs for each condition, but only one can be funded. The
question is which program should be canceled.
The Medical Programs. In the first program, millions ofwomen would be tested
during pregnancy. Those found to have Condition J would be treated. In the
second program, millions ofwomen would be tested when they intend to try to
become pregnant. Those found to have Condition K would be warned to
postpone conception for at least two months, after which this incurable
condition will have disappeared. Suppose finally that we can predict that these
two programs would achieve results in as many cases.
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This case is designed so that the outcome of canceling either program would be
the same - 1,000 normal children would be bom rather than 1,000 handicapped
children. Under Pregnancy Testing (screening for J), 1,000 children will be born
normal rather than handicapped. Under Preconception Testing (screening for K),
1,000 normal children will be bom rather than 1,000 different, handicapped children.
The difference between these choices is that if Pregnancy Testing is canceled, those
11
who are later born handicapped could have been born normal. Those people would
never learn that their malady could have been prevented before it began.
The fundamental question is if the difference in the outcomes makes a moral
difference. Does it make a difference if the 1 ,000 who live with a handicap could have
been normal, or would it have been better if the 1,000 handicapped people would not
otherwise have existed?9
Again, my intuition about this example is that it makes no moral difference
which program is canceled. No matter what we do, there will later be just as many
bom handicapped, they would be different people depending on the program we select.
The only difference is that one group could have lived a normal life, and the other
group could not have lived a normal life. 10
The conclusion that these outcomes are morally equivalent is the same as the
conclusion in the Safe/Risky case. Once we see that the particular members of the
group "future people" will not come to exist no matter what we do; that is, we see that
we are dealing with a question like canceling Preconception Testing instead of a
question like canceling Pregnancy Testing, we do not change our minds or become less
concerned. We are not relieved that there is less damage than we thought. Risky
Policy would not have been worse if those affected would have existed under the Safe
Policy. I conclude that Non-Identity does not make a moral difference.
I include the Non-Identity problem here because it is pervasive in the literature
and a starting point for much discussion of the problems of future generations. There
are a number of related and interesting arguments and questions these problems raise.
Ifyou cause someone to exist, do you benefit them? Have you wronged those you
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neglected to create? What are the essential properties of personhood and how is the
time of conception related to them? However, I will not discuss this problem further
for a number of reasons. First, my main concern is finding a view about value that is
useful in helping consequentialism avoid some of the problems about populations. I
believe that with the right axiology, consequentialism correctly answers all of the moral
puzzles raised by the Non-Identity problem. Population problems pose a strong threat
to rights-based theories, and that includes the Non-Identity problem. I do not have the
space to explicate a rights based theory and consider its implications for populations. I
shall consider a set of consequentialist views on which non-identity could be a problem
These are known as person affecting views. 11 I hope the reader agrees that the mere
fact that different people exist following our acts does not entail a moral difference in
our acts.
1.2.2 The Repugnant Conclusion
The first puzzle I will consider at length is known as the Repugnant Conclusion.
Many plausible consequentialist theories derive their appeal from the notion that one
ought to do what makes the world as good as it can be. This is a simple idea that
enjoys wide support. The fundamental notion can be expressed in many ways. We
could also say that one ought to maximize the net difference between the good states of
affairs and the bad states of affairs, or that we ought to do what we do in the best
possible worlds accessible to us. In the latter case, we could define best possible
world" as a world that has none better. A world or state of affairs is better than
another if the net utility of the first is greater than the net utility of the second It
makes no difference in what aspect of experience one finds utility. It could be
13
pleasure, happiness, preference satisfaction, intrinsically valuable states of affairs, or
what have you. The fundamental intuition is that one ought to do what will maximize
the good stuff. I refer to the axiological part of this normative ethical view as
“totalism.” 12
The Repugnant Conclusion concerns an apparent problem that arises due to a
feature of totalistic theories. Suppose we compare the following two outcomes to a
major policy decision. We could either bring about a world with 10 billion
tremendously happy people leading fulfilling and worthwhile lives, or we could bring
about a world that contained many billions of people leading miserable lives at a very
low level of utility. These lives are just barely worth living If this second world (Z)
had enough people in it, it would have to be better that the first world (A). Parfit has
called this claim "repugnant." Our intuitions do not support the conclusion that the
highly populated world is better than the high average world. Clearly there is
something amiss with the fundamental notion with which we began.
There are many responses to the Repugnant Conclusion in the literature, and
against most of these I will argue that the Repugnant Conclusion is an objection to
totalistic theories of value. It is not a question of what one ought to do. The claim is
simple: the Z world would be better than the A world. This comparison is repugnant -
it is unacceptable. It follows that we must reject totalistic theories of value that imply
that Z is better than A. I will show how these objections confuse axiology and
normative ethics.
Perhaps the basic problem is that any loss in the average quality of life or well-
being of members of a population in a given world can always be morally outweighed
14
by a sufficient number of people existing at a new lower standard. To be assured that
this is true, we need only substitute a few numbers and check the math involved.
Suppose the average of a high quality world is 100 units. We can imagine a different
world in which the average utility level is 2 units. For totalists, the break-even point
occurs where the low-level world contains 50 times the population of the high average
world. At this point, totalistic axiologies imply that the two worlds are equally
valuable. Any more people than that, and the low average would be better, any fewer
people and it would be worse. This is the objection known as the Repugnant
Conclusion
Finding a theory of value that does not entail the Repugnant Conclusion is easy.
A solution that does not have its own difficulties is very hard to come by.
1.2.3 The Absurd Conclusion
One way that the Repugnant Conclusion can be avoided is to limit the
accumulation of value during a given period of time. We might claim that the positive
value contributed by pleasure or happiness or good states of affairs has an upper limit.
We can call this upper limit L. If the sum of the values of the episodes of pleasure that
result from an act meets or exceeds the limit, we let the sum equal L by definition The
value of an outcome would be given by the total positive value of an outcome (or L, if
the value met or exceeded the limit). We can complete the theory by providing a
means for comparing situations when the values of two outcomes meet or exceed L.
Theories that limit the net sum of whatever it is that has value seem attractive
and offer the possibility of avoiding the Repugnant Conclusion. However, they fall to a
simple objection. In the third chapter, I will present the objection. The basic idea is
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that if two outcomes have equal numbers of people existing at exactly the same levels
of utility, and the values of the outcomes differ, then the axiology entailing this result is
unacceptable. I argue that any temporal redistribution of a population must have
equivalent evaluations. Axiologies that limit the net sum of value seem to imply that
there can be a significant difference in value associated with these outcomes. This
discrepancy is "absurd", a rearrangement in time ofwhen people live should not make a
significant difference to the value of an outcome. In chapter three I argue that we
cannot turn to limiting theories of value to avoid the Repugnant Conclusion.
1.2.4 The Mere Addition Paradox
The final problem I consider is known as the Mere Addition Paradox. This
puzzle results from a series of comparative claims about populations that appear
plausible but are inconsistent. Rather than sketching the problem using populations, I
can just as well use any commodity in which people find value.
Imagine that three stamp collectors are comparing their stamps. Al, Alpha and
Bob are philatelists with impressive collections. Al and Alpha have collections that are
equally large, and the quality of their collections is the very best. Each of their
specimens is rare and in very good shape Each has some one-of-a-kind stamps in mint
condition. Over the years they have sold off the lesser stamps they used to own that
were common or in poor shape.
One day Al and Alpha meet Bob, another philatelist whose approach is
different. His collection is at least as big as Al and Alpha’s combined, but the quality of
Bob’s collection is not up to their level. He owns no mint condition one-of-a-kind
stamps. All of his specimens are of good quality and in good shape There is nothing
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special about his stamps, but many collectors would be delighted to have Bob’s
collection. One day the three collectors are comparing collections. They agree that
Al’s collection is better than Bob’s. Then Alpha surprises them all by announcing that,
in an effort to have the best of the three collections, he bought a collection equal in size
to his own. The quality of the collection is low. Bob’s collection is closer in quality to
Alpha’s original collection than the collection Alpha added is to Bob’s. The added
group is good, but it is not something with which an experienced stamp collector
would bother.
A puzzle arises when we try to compare the collections. Everyone agrees that
Al’s collection (A) is better than Bob’s (B), so (1) A is better than B. How does
Alpha’s expanded collection (A+) compare now? Since we added a collection of value
to Alpha’s original collection, (2) A+ is clearly not worse than A It also appears that
(3) B is better than A+. The quality level of Bob’s collection is better than the quality
level of Alpha’s expanded collection, and Bob has at least as many stamps as Alpha
has. These statements cannot all be true. (1) and (2) imply that B is worse than A+.
This contradicts (3). (2) and (3) imply that B is better than A, but this contradicts (1).
Similarly (1) and (3) imply that (2) is false.
For the purposes of this introduction I have sketched this problem as a
comparison of stamp collections, but the same comparisons can be drawn on
population groups.
I have now sketched in a briefway four main population puzzles: the Non-
Identity Problem, the Repugnant Conclusion, the Absurd Conclusion and the Mere
Addition Paradox. I plan on focussing my efforts on the last three problems. I have
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given some indication why I believe that the Non-Identity problem is not a problem.
Now I will turn to historical sources of the problems considered here.
1.3 Historical Sources
By and large, the problems I am discussing have been recognized only recently.
I can find no earlier sources than Parfit’s work for the Absurd Conclusion and the Non-
Identity Problem. Examples resembling the Mere Addition Paradox and the Repugnant
Conclusion appeared in print before Parfit's discussion. Of these, the Repugnant
Conclusion is the oldest of the problems considered.
1.3.1 The Repugnant Conclusion
In J. M. E. McTaggart's huge work The Nature of Existence (1927) there is a
passage where he apparently presents the puzzle that has become known as the
Repugnant Conclusion. He compares the value contained in a state of the world in
which pleasures of a finite intensity last a finite time with the value contained in a state
of the world in which the pleasures are of a much lower intensity, but last a much
longer time. He notes that the total value of a world with pleasures of a lower intensity
may surpass the total value of a world with pleasures at the higher level This appears
to be the comparison used in the Repugnant Conclusion - any loss in the average
quality of life can be outweighed by an increase in the quantity of people living.
McTaggart goes on to describe the Repugnant Conclusion in a manner quite
similar to Parfit’s discussion in "Overpopulation and the Quality of Life." McTaggart
compares a life that achieves a very high level of knowledge, virtue, love, pleasure, and
intensity of consciousness, "unmixedly good, and possessed any finite degree of
goodness you choose." We are to imagine that this life lasts for any finite period ot
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time at this level. He compares this life with a second life having "very little
consciousness and ... very little excess of pleasure over pain." There is some length of
time over which this second life could exist so that the value of that life would be
greater than that of the first life. "This conclusion would, I believe, be repugnant to
certain moralists." 14 The most common version of the Repugnant Conclusion presented
by Parfit compares the value to be found in a world of 10 billion people having a very
high quality of life with the value to be found in a world containing hundreds of billions
of people, all living lives "just barely worth living".
These cases have a great deal in common, too much to be a coincidence. Each
focusses on the value of two states of affairs, and each uses the word "repugnant" to
describe the notion that the low quality world is better than the high quality world.
Each philosopher takes this as an objection to totalistic theories of value, though Parfit
takes this objection far more seriously than does McTaggart Oddly enough, Parfit also
develops the analogy of the Repugnant Conclusion within one life. He writes
Suppose I can choose between two futures. I could live for another 100 years,
all of an extremely high quality. Call this the Century of Ecstasy . I could instead
live for ever, with a life that would always be barely worth living ... Call this
Drab Eternity . I believe that, of these two, the Century of Ecstasy would give
me a better future.
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In this example, the Century of Ecstasy plays the role of population A in the Repugnant
Conclusion, which resembles McTaggart's high quality life. The second life, which
McTaggart describes as "oyster-like,” is the Drab Eternity. The only difference here
seems to be that Drab Eternity lasts forever, and McTaggart's second life lasts for a
finite period of time. For that reason, Parfit's example may be more compelling.
McTaggart also seems to have authored the first responses to the objection. He writes
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"I can see no reason for supposing that repugnance in this case would be right." 16 He
attempts to undermine the intuition rejecting the notion that Z is better than A in two
ways. He gives as reasons for this
1
. So far as I can see, it rests on a conviction that quality is something which is
inherently and immeasurably more important than quantity. And this seems to
me neither self-evident nor capable of demonstration. 17
This response seems to suggest a kind of incommensurability thesis regarding different
pleasures. Perhaps different kinds of pleasure cannot be compared. The aesthetic
pleasures of viewing the Mona Lisa cannot be compared to the pleasure received from
eating a bowl of cereal The incommensurability thesis might entail the claim that the
value of the pleasure of cereal eating experiences cannot be as great as the value of the
pleasure of viewing the Mona Lisa. This might be true not because one can’t eat
enough cereal to reach the level of enjoyment equivalent to viewing the Mona Lisa, but
because the pleasure in one is not commensurable with the pleasure in the other. The
pleasures are intrinsically incomparable. McTaggart finds this thesis neither obvious
nor provable.
McTaggart considers a second approach to show that we should not believe
that Z is better than A. He argues that our imaginations cannot be trusted.
Nor is there any reason to doubt our conclusion because it is highly probable
that many people, if offered the million years of brilliant life, followed by
annihilation or by a state whose value should be neither good nor evil, but zero,
would prefer it to any length of an oyster-like life which had a slight excess of
good. For it must be remembered that men's choice in such cases is very much
affected by their imagination.
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McTaggart notes that our view that it is repugnant, and therefore false, to claim that
the oyster-like life is better than a life of irreducibly high quality but finite in length is
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based on a faculty that is unreliable. The evidence we might give for the idea that A is
better than Z is that many people would prefer a finite, high quality life to an infinite,
oyster-like life. We are misled because we are forced to employ our imaginations
which are unreliable. If our imaginations are unreliable, then we would have to
conclude that Z is better than A. The problem as McTaggart sees it does not seem to
lie in our ability to imagine the quality of the lives compared, but rather the intervals of
time involved.
Now it is much easier to imagine the difference between the two sorts of life
which we have considered, than it is to imagine the difference between an
enormously long time and another time which is enormously longer. And, again,
we are generally affected more than is reasonable by the present or the near
future in comparison with the far future
.
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The explanation seems to be that we cannot trust judgements based on our imagination
in cases where we have to imagine very long periods of time. In this case we have to
compare a million years at a high quality of life with a very low quality life lasting many
times a million years. We are naturally inclined to be overly affected by the near future
and relatively unmoved by the future that is unimaginably long. So, our intuition that a
high quality life of a million years is better than an oyster-like life of many millions of
years is based on an imagination that distorts time and the accumulated value of
experience.
I will be discussing objections to the reasoning involved in the Repugnant
Conclusion in the next chapter, so at this point I will only sketch responses to these
objections. I think McTaggart is right to dismiss the first objection. Even if it were
true that no quantity of value from a lower kind of pleasure could compare to a higher
kind of pleasure, this response does not avoid the problem This is because we need
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not assume that pleasures of two different types make the difference in these cases. We
could assume instead that one kind of value is present in both lives. Perhaps the high
quality life is full of very many of the lower kind of experience. The problem remains.
How could it be the case that a life with a much lower average is better?
The second and more significant reason McTaggart offers to discount the
preference people might have for a limited life of very high quality is that we
undervalue what we would receive in the far future. It is difficult imagining one's
existence 900,000 years in the future, and it is the case that we often focus our
attention on what will happen in the near future and neglect events further away in
time. However, in order for this criticism to be successful, it must be true that our
imagination is so defective that it makes it the case that we are unable to see that the
oyster-like life will contain more utility than the wonderful life of a shorter duration.
We must be unable to accurately sum the quantities involved, or even conceive of the
sum accurately. This does not seem right to me.
An analogy might help to bring out this difficulty. The Repugnant Conclusion
resembles the following example. 21 There could be more milk in a heap of bottles each
containing one drop than there is in one full bottle. Similarly we can imagine a huge
supply of milk, say, the quantity contained in a semi trailer, or a fleet of trailers. I want
the greater of two quantities, either the milk contained in the trucks, or the quantity
contained in an enormous heap of bottles, each bottle containing one drop. Suppose
that I can be certain that the heap of bottles will have another bottle added to it every
minute. Perhaps the milk's food value will decrease due to the way I acquire it, but I
can be certain that, at some time, the greater quantity will be contained in the growing
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heap than in the fleet of trucks. I do not need to know how long it will take before I
have more milk in the bottles than I would have in the trucks. Being able to imagine
the number of years it would take to have the greatest amount of utility contained in
living the oyster-like life is not necessary, the facts assure us that eventually the greatest
amount would be in the low-quality life. There is nothing unclear or inaccurate that is
relevant to the judgment being made here. We can see that there is more value in the
oyster-like life than there is in the finite high quality life. Nevertheless, we also see that
this life is actually not better or preferable. The shorter, high quality existence will give
us a better life. We are not exaggerating the importance of the near future, or failing to
carry out our imaginations far enough to determine the right answer here.
I can find no evidence supporting the claim that Parfit’s source is McTaggart’s
work. However it would be an amazing coincidence if the very same conception of the
very same problem were described using the very same terms by two different people
who were unaware of each other’s work. J. M. E. McTaggart also made an effort to
assess and criticize the problem. My research indicates that he is the first to describe
the example and apply the term “repugnant” to the problem.
1.3.2 The Mere Addition Paradox
The second problem that appears to have historical roots is the Mere Addition
Paradox. Before Parfit's work, the paradox was never clearly laid out, but I think the
idea behind the crucial claim needed to generate the paradox can be traced to Jan
Narveson's "Utilitarianism and New Generations" (1967), one of the first essays to
appear on the topic of utilitarianism and population questions.
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Narveson uses an example to show that a certain kind of average utilitarianism
is false. Does average utilitarianism imply that a child ought to be produced who would
have a utility level higher than the average? Narveson claims that the theory does not
require the addition of such a person, and to think otherwise is to commit a fallacy
illustrated by the following example.
We are to suppose that the country of Fervia has a moderately happy
population A certain city on Mars is about to become a part of Fervia The Martians
lead much happier lives than the Fervians. The King of Fervia announces that the
annexation will soon occur.
Since these new Fervians are very happy, the average happiness, hence the
"general happiness" of the Fervians will be greatly increased. Balderdash. If you
were a Fervian, would you be impressed by this reasoning? Obviously not
What has happened, of course, is simply that the base upon which the average
was calculated has been shifted .
. .
The fraud lies in the fact that no particular
Fervian's happiness has been increased. 22
This is a fairly complicated case that Narveson uses in a number of different ways.
Narveson believes that the classical utilitarian view, "the greatest happiness of the
greatest number" is equivalent to "if a person exists, he should be as happy as
possible." 23 This is an example of “person-affecting" utilitarianism, an approach I will
consider in chapter 5. Narveson intends to use his example to show that impersonal
(the alternative to of person-affecting) average utilitarianism is false. This view implies
that adding a very happy person to the population is required if this increases the
average level of happiness.
Narveson believes that one requirement of a moral theory is that we can answer
the following question: "who will be happier as a result of doing x?” When it comes to
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creating people, we have to ask \vho will be happier as a result of creating this
person?” Suppose any child we would add would have a net neutral effect on others,
all things considered Then we would ask, is the new person happier as a result of
being born9 Clearly not "The child cannot be happier as a result of being born, since
we would then have a relative term lacking one relatum ." 24 The newly created person
cannot be said to be happier as a result of being born, we cannot point to this person as
the reason for adding to the population. Since there is no one whose average would
increase as a result of creating a new person, we have no obligation to add the person,
according to Narveson.
I am not interested in evaluating this approach here. It appears to me that this
example may be the source of one claim in Parfit's Mere Addition Paradox Narveson's
example is a case where a certain population at a very high standard of living is added
to an original population at a lower standard The net effect the high average people
will have on the low average people is nil. Narveson believes that the two groups
together are no more valuable than the original group because we can’t identify anyone
existing before the union of populations who is happier as a result of the joining of the
two groups.
There are some resemblances between Parfit’s Mere Addition Paradox and
Narveson’s Fervians. In Mere Addition, Parfit considers a case where there is an
original population (A) at a good standard of living. We compare this group with A+,
a group of the same size and standard of living as the A group, and in addition there is
a group called the "extra people." Parfit argues that A+ is not worse than A. This
claim is crucial to the Mere Addition Paradox, without it there is no problem.
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The view that A+ is not worse than A is analogous to Narveson's claim that
once the Fervians annex the Martian city, the situation after the annexation is no more
valuable than it was before. The combined population is no better If it were the case
that the Martians had a lower standard of living than the Fervians, Narveson would be
forced to claim that the annexation of the Martian City left the Fervians no worse off
than they were before. Narveson's example seems parallel to Parfit's claim that adding
a group at a lower standard of living does not make the new population any worse.
Narveson does not show three inconsistent claims, nor does he discuss any paradox.
Based on my research, Narveson's and McTaggart's work seem to be the only
historical precursors to the population puzzles I shall consider. McTaggart's work
appears to contain the original Repugnant Conclusion, and it appears to me that
Narveson's work may have inspired a central claim in the Mere Addition Paradox.
1.4 Approaches Not Considered
The field of ethical theory and future generations is large and diverse. It
contains thorny and troublesome problems that require thoughtful consideration
Philosophers with widely divergent approaches and disciplines have dealt with these
problems. This dissertation is not meant to be a survey of all the significant problems
and plausible solutions. I have selected for consideration a small set of problems and
some of the most plausible solutions. In this section I would like to mention and briefly
discuss the problems and approaches that I will not be considering.
1.4.1 Justice
We quite often talk about people treating each other justly or unjustly. One
might interpret questions about future generations as questions about the just treatment
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of others. For example, we could look at case A and case Z of the Repugnant
Conclusion and wonder if we are treating others unjustly by following policies that
bring about a world like Z rather than a world like A. Don’t the Z people deserve
better? Would we be doing a great injustice to our descendants by following policies
that would turn our world into a Z world^ This is known by some as intergenerational
justice.
I will not be considering a justice based approach here. This is primarily
because I feel that there are many issues that would need to be resolved before such an
inquiry could prove fruitful. One issue concerns the relationship between ethical theory
and an acceptable theory ofjustice. This could be a fairly complicated relationship that
would require a great deal of work to settle . 25
It also seems reasonable to me that we need to know what the right act is in a
given situation in order to determine what justice requires. Justice is often understood
as "giving each person his due." What a person is due might depend on whether or not
the person has done their best to do the right thing in the past. This seems to require
an understanding of what makes a right act right before we can resolve questions about
justice. So an inquiry into ethical theory and population problems would be required
before there could be a complete discussion ofjustice.
Secondly, justice is not a simple concept. There are a whole range of issues
associated with the concept that would require consideration. There are questions
about the conditions ofjustice, those conditions that must be met before the terms
"just" and "unjust" could apply. Others seem to take the approach that institutions are
a requirement ofjustice, and since there are no intergenerational institutions that could
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enforce the requirements ofjustice, there is no such thing as intergenerational justice
.
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I wonder what a "just institution" is, and what role it plays in inquiries about justice
We would also have to investigate and resolve some fundamental questions
about distribution and compensatory justice. Distributive justice has applications to
questions about future generations. Our main concern here might be the equitable
distribution of benefits and burdens across generations. Thus, we might want to make
sure that one generation does not consume more than its "fair share" of limited
resources at the cost of preventing the succeeding generations from obtaining their "fair
share," or forcing them to allocate their resources to clean up the mess we left for
them. If it is the case that a generation has more than its share of burdens left by a
previous generation, compensatory justice might require that certain corrective actions
be taken Compensatory justice might try to determine what, if anything, must be done
to make the situation right with respect to the harmed party.
There is another common use of "just" that I will not be investigating. This
concept is used when people talk about just rules or practices. Some philosophers have
claimed that justice is conventional. This would make it hard to explain just rules
across generations. A related view holds that what is "just" and "unjust" arise from
compacts that create a powerful sovereign capable of enforcing agreed upon rules from
which obligations of the members of society arise. A practice would be just only
because it is consistent with the sovereign’s views. It is hard to see how such a
compact could be drawn up between generations.
I find these questions about justice to be complicated and fascinating.
However, I will not be considering intergenerational justice at all. I believe the
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axiological and normative issues need to be settled first. After this, a theory ofjustice
concerning future generations could be formulated.
A closely related approach I will not be considering is social contract theory.
These are theories that posit that individuals in a state of nature come together to form
covenants or compacts that result in a civil society. There are a number of political
philosophers who have proposed social contract theories of various types - Hobbes,
Locke, Spinoza and Rousseau are among them There are many ways of making out
the nature of such an agreement, how it is to work, our motivation for joining and how
such a contract might continue to apply to successive generations. I will not be
pursuing this approach.
1.4.2 Carrying Capacity
Quite often when I discuss this project with non-philosophers they ask if I will
be concerned with the carrying capacity of the world for human beings, or if I will pick
a country and examine its population policies. Both of these responses are founded on
a misunderstanding ofmy interests and the thrust of the project. They think that what I
might be interested in is an empirical study of a population policy, the human
population in general, or how many people should inhabit the planet now. They think
that perhaps I want to know if this or that particular policy is a good one, or which is
the best of the alternatives. Such a study would consider the current density of the
population, space available for expansion, the corresponding drain on resources, and
what effects policy changes might have. It would be natural to say that New York City
is overpopulated - the number of people far exceeds the number the environment can
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support. We might also claim that the remote areas of the western states and Canada
are underpopulated. The means to support many more people might be readily
available there
There are a number of reasons why I will not be considering such an approach
It is essentially practical I am more concerned with the theoretical questions. How
many people should there be? What level of well-being in the current or future
population is necessary to commend a population increase? If there are answers to
these questions, then we will have moral reasons for allocating resources and devising
policies in order to bring about that state of affairs in the best way possible.
I have found that this response does not satisfy those who think I ought to be
interested in "carrying capacity." Some philosophers seem to appeal to this concept to
justify their views on population. For example J. Callicott suggests that the number of
people should not exceed twice the number of bears 27 One organization seems to use
this concept in arguing for a much lower population level. The group "Negative
Population Growth" states
Recognizing that our population growth is the root cause of the degradation of
our environment, many environmental organizations are in favor of halting it,
but how many are willing to actually recommend specific measures designed to
reduce fertility and immigration? The Census Bureau projects ... that our
present U.S. population of 257 million will grow to about 383 million by 2050.
The impact of such numbers on our already over-stressed environmental and
economic systems would be disastrous. We believe that U.S. and world
population must first be reduced, then stabilized at a level far lower than
today's.
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The argument here is that many of our economic and environmental problems would be
alleviated if the population were to be stabilized at a level far lower than the current
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level. One interpretation might be that the current population exceeds the carrying
capacity of the earth. So it might be helpful to investigate this idea a little more.
The concept of a carrying capacity is interesting. This term has its source in
ecology, a subfield of biology that is concerned with the interrelationships between
living things and the environment. A standard definition of carrying capacity is "the
total number of individuals of a species that will live in an ecosystem (or habitat) under
certain conditions." 29 Presumably the description of an ecosystem for the purpose of
determining a carrying capacity is a complex and lengthy procedure. The relevant
factors include space, food, climate, predators, prey, competitors, numbers of
individuals in the same ecosystem, and so on. Satisfactorily explaining what a carrying
capacity is would require considerable work, but for the sake of argument, let us
assume that we have an adequate and useful understanding of what is meant by
"ecosystem" and "species".
Ecologists seem to go about determining the carrying capacity of an
environment for a species by diagraming it on a Cartesian plane. Population size (y-
axis) is plotted against time (x-axis). Figure 1 illustrates a simple case This graph
indicates the growth of yeast in a culture medium. The population grows slowly at
first, then increases greatly from four to ten hours, then levels off as it appears to
approach an asymptote. We can assume that the environment is a petri dish kept at a
particular temperature, containing food, space, and some yeast with which to begin the
growth. Biologists conclude that the carrying capacity of the medium for this yeast is
equal to the y-value of the horizontal line that the curve approaches but never touches,
665. This is known as a sigmoid curve.
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Figure 1. Growth of Yeast
The population growth curves for a species in a specific environment differ
dramatically. There are few examples where a curve indicating population growth of an
environment shows a carrying capacity by approaching an asymptote after a period of
time. It is more common for population size to vary to a greater or lesser extent on
either side of the habitat’s carrying capacity for that species under those conditions.
Common ideal patterns are given in figure 2. Curve C is a very flat sigmoid curve,
curves A and B are also sigmoid curves where there is a time lag between conditions
that promote population increases and the appearance of new individuals. One factor
in the duration of the time lag is the individuals’ gestation period. Biologists believe
that the carrying capacity in each of these cases is given by K. This is difficult to
understand in the case of curve A, since the amplitude of the curve is not diminishing
and the curve is approaching no value, as it is in B. The A-population is not tending
toward K, it appears to be periodic. This means that the population size repetitively
covers a particular range of numbers in consistent intervals. Species like this are
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Figure 2. Population Growth Curves
known as "cyclic" species, and the populations vary even in the laboratory where
extrinsic factors (predators, food, climate) are held constant. 31 Cyclic species include
the snowshoe hare, snowy owls, mice, voles, muskrats, foxes, and grouse.
However, some habitats do not seem to have a carrying capacity for a
particular species at all. 32 The population curve for lemmings, algal blooms, insects,
locusts, and annual plants looks like the curve given in figure 3. The increase in these
populations is "J-shaped" until an upper limit is reached. At that point, environmental
pressures that reduce the population are too great, and the population crashes. This
can be caused a sudden lack of food, frost, or seasonal factors.
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Population ecologists point to the relationship between population density and
growth rate to establish their contention that "carrying capacity" is a meaningful
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Figure 3. J-shaped Population Curve
concept. This can be seen in figure 2. As density increases, the growth rate declines.
They think this means that the carrying capacity of the environment for the species is K
The general validity of the sigmoid growth form is indicated by the fact that
growth rate is usually a decreasing function of density within the limits of
"normal" population sizes found in stable ecosystems. 34
In order to accept this explanation for the truth of the theory, we would have to know
what was meant by '"normal"' and "stable." It is not obvious that an ecosystem where a
species undergoes population fluctuations like those in curve A of figure 2 is stable.
Now we are in a better position to evaluate the appeal to carrying capacity to
answer questions about population size. First, it seems to me that any such explanation
will answer no ethical questions. A full explanation of the concept would have to
appeal to some other normative standards. To explain why the carrying capacity for
bears in a given environment is twenty-five, we would have to consider the availability
of food, the presence of predators, the size and health of the habitat, the population of
competitors, the factors that affect what bears eat, the number of people using the
habitat, and so on. Why would twenty-five be a better number than twenty? or thirty?
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Biologists answer this question by discussing healthy, sustainable ecosystems. Once we
know enough about how ecosystems work, couldn’t we control other factors so that
thirty bears would survive in a given area? Surely we could.
How one could support a carrying capacity for a human population is unclear.
The question of the carrying capacity for humans on earth has been studied by David
Pimentel, an ecologist at Cornell University He claims that three factors limit the
human population: 1) reserves of natural resources (coal, oil, natural gas, uranium) 2)
cropland, and 3) water for irrigation. Each factor, taken independently, “leads to a
calculation of a comfortably sustainable population of one to two billion in 2100.”35
The alternative to the present rate of population growth and resource depletion is
twelve to fifteen billion people who live lives of “absolute misery, poverty, disease and
starvation.” Pimentel believes that the level at which the earth could “comfortably
sustain” its population is close to the current American standard of living Ifwe
restricted human reproduction so as to meet a world population target of two billion by
2100, almost everybody’s standard of living would improve.
I believe that this analysis proves my point. Pimentel appeals to other
normative standards to justify how many people there should be. Why that standard?
Why would two billion at a high standard be better than six billion at the current
average or fifteen billion at a low standard? Why not eliminate species that compete
with us for food or space so that the environment could support that many more
humans? We are in a unique position to greatly influence our own ecosystems. The
relevant question is, what would constitute the best outcome, and how many people
exist there?
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The second reason why the notion of a carrying capacity will not work is that it
assumes that there is some magical, best number of members of a species that should
exist in a given area and a given set of conditions. In fact, many populations have no
carrying capacities, and others have several. Figure 5 shows the effects of temperature
on the growth of Moina macrocopa , a water flea. The evidence indicates that carrying
capacity depends on the temperature of the environment. It is interesting to note that
the rate of growth of the population, the steepness of the curve, also depends on the
temperature. In general, ecologists do not know why a population levels off at point,
rather than another (see figure 6).
We can apply this to the human population as well. In northern climates, many
resources are allocated to maintaining adequate shelter and warmth in the winter. We
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Figure 5. The Effect of Temperature on Population Growth
could redistribute resources and move towards the equator. Suppose our current
distribution patterns indicate a carrying capacity of the earth for ;c billion people. A
redistributed population with fewer materialistic desires might have a carrying capacity
of the earth of 5jc billion people. This does not answer the moral question concerning
how many people there should be.
Thirdly, it is unclear that human beings have a carrying capacity at all. Figure 4
illustrates the growth of the human population. The curve looks more like the J-shaped
"boom and crash" pattern in figure 3 than one of the sigmoid patterns in figure 2.
As indicated above, biologists claim that the negative correlation between
growth rate and population density shows that the habitat has a carrying capacity for
the species. In one study, 47 of 71 species exhibited this negative correlation to a
statistically significant extent. In 15 cases a negative correlation was indicated, but it
was not statistically significant.
36 The human population on earth is the only one that
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Figure 6. Alternative Curves
shows a significant positive correlation. 37 This means that population density and
growth rate are directly related An increase in density correlates with an increase in
growth rate. Thus, ecologists hold that there is at least some empirical evidence to
indicate that the earth may have no carrying capacity for human beings.
Even if human population growth could be neatly fit into a curve that
established a carrying capacity, we can wonder if we should populate other planets or
build space stations that would support populations. It is doubtful that a carrying
capacity could apply in such a situation. Thus, I do not think that the idea of a carrying
capacity of the earth for the human population would prove to be a helpful approach in
ethical theory.
1.4.3 Social Discount Rate
Many feel that we should discount the effects of our acts in proportion to the
distance in time that they occur from us. Economists refer to this as the social discount
rate. Consider an act that has good effects that we experience today and equally
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negative effects that are not felt for 200 years. If we discount the value of the negative
effects at a rate ofx% per year, x need not be very great to render the bad effects
negligible in comparison to the benefits that are immediately felt. 38
Remoteness in time might correspond with some significant features like the
predictability of an effect or the intensity of our desire or aversion towards it, but I do
not believe that the value an effect has declines at a particular rate. I believe that
distance in time is as morally significant as separation in space. I might discharge a gun
into the air and injure my next door neighbor, or injure someone who lives in another
country. For the same injury, the magnitude of the negative effect is the same.
Similarly, if I planted a bomb that injured someone in 200 years or if it malfunctioned
and injured someone tomorrow, the normative status of the acts would be similar.
There is a reason for thinking that there should be a discount rate. We might
think that the more remote in time an effect is, the less likely it is to occur. Remoteness
in time directly relates to predictability. A discount rate might be thought to diminish
the goodness or badness of an effect of an act according to the accuracy of the
prediction that it will occur.
This thinking may be attractive, but it is fallacious and based on a confusion.
Perhaps this confusion could be brought out by an example. Suppose terrorists
construct a large bomb set to explode in fifty years at 8 am, and plant it beneath Grand
Central Station. If the plan succeeds, many people will be killed and injured. The
chance that over the next fifty years the bomb would be discovered and defused, or
would rust and suffer from some malfunction might be fairly good. The fact that the
bad effect is remote in time diminishes the predictability. We should not let this point
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obscure the moral question. Would it be worse if the bomb goes off today and kills
200 commuters, or in fifty years when it will have the same effect? It seems to me that
the bad effects are the same, and setting the bomb would be just as wrong and for the
same reason. I do not believe that we should give any less weight to an effect just
because it occurs in the future.
1.4.4 Other Theoretical Views
There are several kinds of ethical theories that I will not be using here I will
not be discussing Kantian ethical theories. One might think that these are the only
types of theory that obviously appeal to future generations in determining the rightness
of an act. Such theories generally claim that an act is right if and only if the maxim
according to which that act would be done could stand as a law to be followed by
everyone, including succeeding generations. A maxim is a "subjective principle of
volition," a personal rule according to which an agent proposes acting.
There are several reasons why I will not be exploring this approach. First, it is
unclear what the theory is and how such a view could be applied to problems of future
generations. For example, a nation or group might consider an action that would lead
to the extinction of the human race. This might be violent cataclysmic end, or it might
simply involve the voluntary decision by the world's inhabitants not to reproduce. In a
case such as this, one might wonder what sense there would be to imagining future
generations abiding by the maxim "When in unavoidably difficult circumstances
everybody shall refrain from reproducing.” This seems incoherent. If such a maxim
were made into a universal law, then there v/ould be no future generation to follow the
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rule on which we propose acting. Due problems involved in formulating the theory and
the paucity of material, I will not be considering Kantian theories here. 39
One final note on approaches not taken. I will not be employing a rule
utilitarian, theological, divine will, or natural law approaches. Again, little work has
been done in these areas and the approach does not appear promising to me.
1.5 Theoretical Scope
There are several important theories that I will be using, and I will briefly
mention them and the general structure of my discussion.
One approach is impersonalism. This is an axiology common to some forms of
consequentialism on which the value of an outcome is determined by those who did,
do, or will exist. It is irrelevant if those people exist on any other (or all other)
outcomes. It is irrelevant if different people exist on other outcomes. The most
common form of impersonalism is impersonal utilitarianism. Two axiologies we could
use to construct impersonal utilitarianism are impersonal totalism and impersonal
averagism. In the first case, a best outcome is one on which there is at least as much
utility as there would be on any alternative. Impersonal averagism is the theory that a
best outcome is one whose average utility level is as great as any alternative to it. The
average utility level is simply the total net utility divided by the number of people that
exist on the outcome.
Impersonal theories are generally contrasted with person-affecting theories.
Person-affecting theories generally distinguish between those who exist and those who
might exist. Instead of thinking that it improves an outcome to create people because
they would lead happy lives, person-affecting views hold that an outcome can improve
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matters only if it improves the utility levels of existing people. As Jan Narveson claims,
we ought to make people happy, not make happy people
.
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These are the outlines of
the approaches on which I will be spending the most time
I am interested in these problems partly because I have often heard people
complain that the world’s problems are exacerbated if not caused by overpopulation,
“especially in Africa.” I lived in Africa for three years, and I never observed that there
were too many people. My interest in the problems also lies in the fact that the
problems do not concern a dispute over what has value. Those who hold the simple
and apparently unobjectionable view that the more good stuff in the world, the better,
will have serious problems in the Repugnant Conclusion, the Absurd Conclusion, and
the Mere Addition Paradox.
Many philosophers take these objections to be fatal to consequentialism, and
propose that only a rights-based approach can solve the problems that Parfit presents
.
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This is a hastily drawn conclusion. Population problems are widely misunderstood, a
certain kind of totalism will solve the population problems under consideration here.
I plan on approaching these problems in the following way. Each of chapters
two, three, and four begins with a presentation and analysis of a particular problem.
These are the Repugnant Conclusion, the Absurd Conclusion, and the Mere Addition
Paradox. Chapters five, six, and seven present and evaluate several theories that might
give adequate answers to the problems under consideration. In chapter seven I present
my theory, a view I call Asymptotic Bounded Totalism (ABT). I show that ABT is the
most successful and promising axiology available to consequentialists.
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This is the response of Nancy Jecker and Margaret Houck. It is unclear why
Feinberg, Baier, Strole and Dipert focus on rights-based answers to these questions.
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CHAPTER 2
THE REPUGNANT CONCLUSION
2.1 The Problem
Many philosophers interested in moral theory and populations turn to the
Repugnant Conclusion as the starting point of their discussions about populations and
ethics. In this chapter I will first present the objection known as the Repugnant
Conclusion, and then I will present and evaluate four responses to the problem that
assert that there is in fact nothing repugnant about the conclusion. The positions I will
consider are the most plausible of a wide variety of views that try to prove that the
Repugnant Conclusion is not so bad after all, and need not be avoided. If these views
are right, we should not let the Repugnant Conclusion keep us from accepting totalism
I will show how each of these responses is lacking, and that the problem is serious and
will not be easily avoided.
Consequentialists might be mystified by the Non-Identity Problem because the
difference in the outcomes is not problematic. There is a simple solution to the
problem. One view about value is that the best outcome is the one that maximizes the
net sum of utility, or whatever it is that makes life worth living. To hedonists, an
outcome that maximizes utility is the outcome that has the greatest balance of pleasure
over pain. This approach can be used for any commodity on which a theory places
value - pleasure, preference satisfaction, welfare, quality of life, or what have you. A
hedonistic version of this view is the Impersonal Total Principle (ITP).
ITP: If other things are equal, the best outcome is the one in which there would
be the greatest quantity of happiness - the greatest net sum of happiness minus
misery. 1
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Much of the discussion of the Repugnant Conclusion is obscured by a confusion
between axiology and normative ethics. I intend to keep the two fields separate.
Results established in one field may or may not establish results in the other.
Consequentialism and utilitarianism are families of views in normative ethics.
Normative ethical theories indicate what our moral obligations are. They state what
makes a right act right. Utilitarians believe that acts have utilities. These theories
usually define "rightness" by appealing to the utility that would be produced if an act
were done.
Any alternative leads to a particular state of affairs, or outcome. There is some
value associated with any state of affairs. Axiologies are theories of value, that, when
fully explained, tell us what it is in an outcome that has value, and how one determines
the value of an outcome. As the principle stands, ITP is a principle about the value of
an outcome. Thus, it is an axiological view. In this essay, I will be speaking in terms
more general than ITP. I shall understand "totalism" to be the following axiological
view.
Totalism (1) For any outcome A, the value of A, V(A), is the sum of the
value(s) of all the episodes of whatever makes life worth living that occur on A,
plus the sum of the value(s) of all the episodes of whatever makes life worth
ending that occur on A. (2) For any two outcomes A and B, A is better than B
iff V(A)>V(B). (3) For any group of outcomes A, B, . . . N, A is a best
outcome iff there is no outcome X such that V(X)>V(A). 2
Totalism is a view in axiology. I use "whatever makes life worth living" as a general
phrase referring to the situations or states of affairs in which an axiology finds positive
value. The good stuff, whatever it may be. Examples include episodes of pleasure,
preference satisfaction, and happiness. "Whatever makes life worth ending" refers to
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the bad stuff - episodes of pain, preference dissatisfaction, misery, etc. The values of
the episodes of the bad stuff will all be negative. For most theorists, the value of an
outcome could equivalently be found by adding together the net values of the lives that
would be lived on that outcome. For each person, we could sum the values of the
episodes of happiness the person would experience during a lifetime and add the values
of all the episodes of misery. As my version of totalism is worded, this need not be
true It could turn out that there is a value associated with the well-being of individual
animals, species, plants and ecosystems. 3 We need not take a stand on this to bring out
the severity of the Repugnant Conclusion. (2) asserts that one outcome is better than
another just in case the total value of the first is greater than the total value of the
second (3) states that one outcome is a best in a group if there is no better outcome
available. The intuition behind totalism is this: whatever it is that has value, the more
of it, the better.
For a complete moral theory, one would naturally combine this view with the
idea that an act is right if and only if that act is a best alternative among those open to
the agent. The value of the alternative is the utility that is produced by the act. One is
obligated to do an act that brings about a best outcome. This is a totalistic moral
theory, or totalistic utilitarianism. It could be formulated as TU.
TU: Act X is right for agent A to do if and only ifX produces at least as much
net utility as any alternative open to A as X does.
TU identifies a right act as an alternative that maximizes net utility.
TU easily handles the Non-Identity Problem, the case of Keith and Kevin, and
the Risky Policy. The fact that different populations come to exist following a choice is
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not a problem. Suppose we have a choice between A, B, and C. It would be no
objection to choice A that on that choice, the B-people would not exist The objection
to A would have to be that it didn't maximize utility, but one of the alternatives would
have.
In the case of Kevin and Keith, TU would imply that waiting to have Keith
would be wrong Keith would have had a poor start in life, and would have been less
happy over his entire life. This theoretical result squares nicely with our intuitions in
this case.
TU also fits our intuitions in the choice of the Risky Policy. On this view, what
might make the choice of the Risky Policy wrong is that more total happiness would
have followed from the Safe Policy. We might have thought that the Risky Policy was
acceptable because no one was harmed by it. Those who died lived lives worth living,
and would not have existed otherwise, so it could not be wrong. This is no objection
on TU. If more total happiness would follow from the Safe Policy, then that would be
the right alternative. Whether an individual is harmed or not is irrelevant. TU appears
to be a good theory, at least with respect to some population questions 4
One of the most serious of the recent criticisms of totalistic consequentalism is
what Derek Parfit calls "the Repugnant Conclusion." He appeals to a population-
welfare histogram to illustrate his discussion. Populations are diagramed using
rectangles (see Figure 7). Distance on the x-axis indicates the size of a population,
distance on the y-axis indicates the value of the life that the average person would
receive in the population. Within each population, no one is greatly better or worse off
than anyone elsej the quality of life remains steady over some period of time. \\ e are
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Figure 7. The Repugnant Conclusion
l
1
A B C Z
to imagine further that there is no social nor natural inequality. 6 Population A has
relatively few people at a high level of utility. Population B is a population twice the
size of A's, and though the quality of life is lower in B, the value of each life is more
than half what it is in A. 7
One should not look at this diagram and imagine "where would I rather live?"
Rather we should imagine that these are outcomes that follow from a choice we are to
make that will affect population size. Suppose we could pursue policies that would
change our current population into a population like that ofA or B. The diagram
represents the situation many generations in the future. No one currently alive would
exist at that time, and A and B have no particular person in common. Which would be
the better outcome? Totalism implies that B would be the better outcome. Totalists in
general are obliged to prefer B. B contains twice the population of A, and the value of
each life is more than half that of A, so the value ofB must be greater than the value of
A.
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Totalists prefer B to A, but C holds the same relation to B as B does to A.
Totalists must say that C would be better than B, D would be better than C, and so on
Z is the best. Z contains an enormous number of people whose lives have slightly more
pleasure than pain. The life of a Z person is just barely worth living Parfit claims that
ITP implies the Repugnant Conclusion, which he defines in this way.
The Repugnant Conclusion: For any possible population of at least ten billion
people, all with a very high quality of life, there must be some much larger
imaginable population whose existence, if other things are equal, would be
better, even though its members would have lives that are barely worth living
.
8
I agree with Parfit that this conclusion is unacceptable. The objectionable
character of the Z case seems to lie in the drab and uniformly poor quality of life found
in the lives of a huge number of people. The conclusion that Z is better than A he calls
"intrinsically repugnant." When we compare outcomes, we learn that a large, low
quality outcome can be better than a smaller, high quality outcome. This is because
totalism allows a difference in the average quality of life to be made up by an increase
in the number of people living. This seems to be the feature of totalism that entails this
result. We need only stipulate that the other moral features of any two outcomes
remain the same. Then, it seems such a theory would imply the Repugnant Conclusion.
Some philosophers have been misled by the way Parfit discusses and develops
the argument, or the stipulations he gives .
9
This is an avoidable mistake. It is not
crucial in itself that B has twice the population of A, or that the value of each life in B
is more than half that of A. TU does not imply that we ought to double the population
rather than not do so, or that we are always in a position to reallocate resources and
turn our A world into a Z world . 10 As I see it, the Repugnant Conclusion is an
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objection to totalism, the theory of value. Totalisms imply that Z is better than A For
this to be the case, all that needs to be true is that the net value ofZ must be greater
than the net value of A To see that, we needn't double any quantity, or even consider
C, D, and the other populations. 11
We should also not be misled by the stipulation that 10 billion people exist in A,
or that their quality of life is very high. Parfit selects these quantities and levels so that
his alternatives are imaginable and not inconsistent with the laws of nature 12
How should we characterize the Repugnant Conclusion so that it includes only
the essential features of the objection? Let us begin this search with the following
version
RC1 : For any possible population A at an average utility level U(A), there must
be some imaginable population Z, n times as large as A, whose existence would
be better provided U(Z) is greater than U(A) times 1/n.
Consider a simple example that shows how RC 1 works Imagine population A contains
100 people at an average level of utility of 5 units. Population Z might contain 1000
people, so n has a value of 10. Z would be better than A if the average utility level ofZ
were greater than .5. Whenever U(Z) is greater than .5, the value contained in Z will
exceed the value contained in A, and a totalist would have to judge Z better than A.
For example, if the level ofZ is .6, V(Z)=600 units. This exceeds A's total of 500. It
seems clear that totalism would imply that Z is better than A 13
There is only one problem with RC1 that I would like to bring out here. It is
too vague. It seems crucial to Parfit's example that in the Z case, more value is being
spread out among more people. There is nothing in RC1 the guarantees that there are
more people in Z than in A. Suppose there are 100 people in the A population and the
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value of the average life is 100 units, a population of only 50 people would have more
value if the value each life were greater than 200 units. This is because in this case n =
1/2
>
so 1/n = 2. This does not correspond with Parfit's work. 14 The problem with
totalism is that some number of people at a lower average will always make the more
populous outcome better than the smaller, higher quality outcome. Our intuitions
contradict this view. For now, this shortcoming is easily remedied
RC2: For any possible population A at an average utility level U(A), there must
be some larger imaginable population Z, n times as large as A, whose existence
would be better provided U(Z) is greater than U(A) times 1/n.
The explanatory example used to demonstrate RC1 works here as well. Population A
contains 100 people at 5 units. If population Z contains 1000 people at .6 units, Z
would be better than A because U(Z) is greater than 5 times 1/10
There is one good reason for thinking that RC2 characterizes the Repugnant
Conclusion As I read Parfit, he is presenting a objection to totalism, not an objection
to a normative ethical theory. For this reason, the Repugnant Conclusion must be
implied by totalism. Because of the math involved, totalism clearly implies that RC2 is
true. However, RC2 does not successfully characterize the Repugnant Conclusion I
will make out the objection to RC2 by way of an example.
First, consider the following example. Suppose population A contains 100
people, and they are unhappy. Since the miseries in their lives outweigh the happiness
they experience, the value of each of their lives is - 10 units. Suppose population Z
contains 1000 people, and the Z people are not nearly as badly off as the A people.
The average value of their lives is - .5 units. Since U(Z) is greater than U(A) times
1/n, the Z population is better than the A population. This example shows another way
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that Z can be better than A, and rightly so. We do not find this comparison repugnant
at all It does seem preferable that significant miseries occurring to a small number of
people be spread out over a larger number of people.
This example indicates another fundamental intuition behind Parfit's example
In this example, the Z population is larger than the A population, as it should be, but
the Z population also has a higher average level of utility. This does not coincide with
the important facts of the example. There is nothing in the objection to indicate that we
ought not to prefer more people at a higher average. The problem is that a loss in the
average level of utility can be morally outweighed by a sufficient increase in the
population
RC3: For any possible population A at an average utility level U(A), some
number of people existing in Z would make Z better than A for any average
utility level U(Z) less than U(A).
In order for Z to be better than A, we need only be sure that U(Z) is greater than U(A)
times 1/n. This version of the Repugnant Conclusion will not suffer from the objection
to RC 1
.
Since U(Z) is less than U(A), there will have to be more people in Z to make
it more valuable than A. RC3 states that any loss in the average level of utility can be
morally outweighed by an adequate increase in the number of people existing at the
new lower level.
It is not difficult to see that RC3 overstates the objection. To see this, begin
with some existing population A at the level of 5 units of happiness. Suppose that in Z,
the average quality of life is 6 units lower, so the Z population is at a utility level of -
1
Their unhappiness outweighs their happiness over a lifetime. No number of people
existing at that level would make it more valuable than the A population according to
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totalism. Totals for Z will be negative, and those for A will be positive. So it is not
true that "for all average utility levels U(Z) less than U(A)" some Z population will
make Z better than A.
RC3 also suffers from the first objection to RC2. In this case we compared two
worlds with acceptably high averages, but we did not feel that there was any
repugnancy to the claim that Z was better than A.
Now we are in a better position to remedy our errors. Before I stated that "any
loss in the average level of utility can be morally outweighed by a sufficient increase in
the population " We have determined that some minor losses are acceptable and not
repugnant, and losses greater than the utility of the A level can not yield a Z case that is
better than A This means that the average level of utility of the Z case must be
positive, otherwise there is no way that the total value in the Z case could exceed the
value in A.
Let us try RC4.
RC4: For any possible population A at an average utility level U(A), some
number of people existing in Z would make Z better than A for any positive
value of U(Z) less than U(A).
RC4 avoids the last objection to RC3 by the stipulation that U(Z) remain positive.
Since U(Z) is positive and less than U(A), Z must be larger than A.
RC4 compares two populations in a way that is consistent with totalism, but in
some cases this comparison is one which we wouldn't find repugnant. The first
objection to RC2 is just such a case, and it works as well against RC4. The A world
contains 10 million very happy people at an average utility level of 2,000 units, and the
Z world contains 100 million people at a level of 1,800 units. There is more value in Z
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than in A, totalism would imply that Z is better than A, but I believe we do not want to
reject this result. The judgement that Z is better than A is not repugnant. What would
make this judgement repugnant is if the lives of the Z people were just positive, in
Parfit s terms, just barely worth living" 15 We need to include this in our formulation
of the problem.
RC5: For any possible population A at a positive, average level of utility U(A),
some number of people existing in population Z would make Z better than A
for any value of U(Z) that is just barely positive and less than U(A).
An altered version of the explanatory example will work here. Suppose one population
contains 100 people at an average utility level of 100 units. A second population has a
utility level that is just barely positive, let us say the average level here is
. 1 units.
These people live lives that are just barely worth living. If the population ofZ is more
than a thousand times greater than A, then the value of Z will be greater than the value
of A. If 1 10,000 people exist in Z, the total value will be 1 1,000 units. This is greater
than the 10,000 units in A. Totalists must judge that Z is better than A.
Problems with other versions of the Repugnant Conclusion have been
eliminated in RC5. The objection that was raised against RC4, the comparison of the
2,000 unit world with the 1,800 unit world, would not pass RC5. This version requires
that the average level of utility of the Z world is just barely positive. Also, RC5 does
not overstate the objection by claiming that any loss in the quality of life can be morally
outweighed by a sufficient increase in the population. We cannot include losses that
leave the lives of the people in the low quality world not worth living. This means that
the level of value in the more populous world cannot be negative. And, A and Z
cannot be a comparison of two worlds whose total values are negative.
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One objection to the formulation of RC5 might turn on the vagueness of the
utility level "just barely positive", or the concept of a life "just barely worth living"
Suppose there is an A world where the value that goes to each of 100 million people is
very low, yet still positive. U(A) = .2 units. Whatever the starting point is, we can
always find a larger world at a lower level that is still positive Possibly U(Z) =
. 1 unit.
If the A people live lives that are just barely worth living, the Z people are worse off.
Any number of people in Z greater than 200 million will make Z better than A One
might object that RC5 implies that this comparison is repugnant, and this is not
consistent with the original comparison between A and Z.
Is this a comparison we find repugnant? Although the situation is somewhat
different from Parfit's original case, it seems to me that it is objectionable We start
with an A world whose total value might be satisfactory, but the individuals who make
up this population have extremely drab lives. All things considered, this is not a good
situation. There are many many people at a low level of utility. Now we compare this
situation with one where there are more than twice as many people, and the value in
their lives is half as great. Like the A people, their lives are just barely worth living,
only less so. Totalistic axiologies would imply that Z is better than A. It seems to me
that in Z, there is much more of whatever we didn’t like about the A world There are
twice as many people at an even lower level of utility. The claim that the Z world is
better than the A world is morally objectionable. Again, a loss in the average level of
utility is made up by an increase in the population. I conclude that it is acceptable for
RC5 to be formulated so as to include this type of case.
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RC5 seems to capture the objection to totalism known as the Repugnant
Conclusion. The feature of totalism on which this objection is centered is this: for any
given population, if we compare that group with another at a lower average quality of
life where life is just barely worth living, we can always morally outweigh the difference
in the average utility levels by a sufficient increase in the number of people existing at
the new, lower level. By "morally outweigh", I mean that the low average world is
better than the high average world To whatever extent the low average world seems
worse than the high average world, that difference can be more than overcome by a
larger population.
Apparently thinking that the Repugnant Conclusion is self-evident, no
philosophers take the time to formalize the objection or to carefully state the problem.
Many seem to think that the objection is this
1
.
IfTU is true, then Z is better than A.
2. It is not the case that Z is better than A.
3. Therefore, it is not the case that TU is true.
This is a simple, valid argument in the modus tollens form. The objection includes the
intuition that Z is not better than A, an intuition that I accept, so (2) seems right. Line
1 seems obvious, but it isn't. TU is a normative ethical theory - it identifies right acts.
The claim that Z is better than A is a claim that compares two different states of affairs.
Z is better than A because there is more of what we find valuable in Z than we find in
A. This is an axiological claim. TU implies nothing about the a "better than" relation.
It is likely that TU's proponents would hold an axiological view that would entail that Z
is better than A, but this connection is weak. We could revise (1) as follows.
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1 * IfTU is true, then it is right to implement policies that would
transform our world into a Z-world rather than policies that would
transform our world into an A-world provided no better alternatives are
available.
With some assumptions, TU would imply that the right act would be to bring about a Z
world rather than an A world (1*) is true, now we would have to change (2) and (3)
accordingly.
These changes would be for the worse, however. We should not be concerned
with agents choosing acts that lead to Z-like worlds The claim is that for any possible
population "there is some much larger imaginable population whose existence
would be better " This means that for any possible A population, one can imagine a
population that, if it existed, would be better. Parfit is right in saying nothing about
having to bring about such a world He does not claim that we ought to do something
about our current population. He does not even say if any of these worlds are
accessible to us.
I conclude that the target of the objection is the axiology of totalism. Not only
is this the most accurate view of the problem, but when seen this way, (1) will no
longer throw a net that is too wide and unmanageable. The objection is focussed
The Argument from the Repugnant Conclusion
1
.
If totalistic axiologies are true, then Z is better than A.
2. It is not the case that Z is better than A.
3. Therefore, totalistic axiologies are not true.
As I see it, Parfit is making a point about totalistic theories of value. These theories
entail that there is more value in Z than A, so Z is better than A. However, this does
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not seem right. The Z people live lives that are of such low quality, it does not seem
nght to conclude that if there were enough Z people, the Z world would be better than
the A world.
I would like to conclude this section by specifying some claims that RC5 is not
making. As I noted earlier, we should not be misled by the extraneous details of the
discussion. First, there is nothing in this objection about the rightness or wrongness of
a choice, decision, policy, alternative or act Some philosophers have discussed the
moral requirement on an agent that he “face” or “make the repugnant choice.”
Properly speaking RC5 makes no claims about a repugnant act or choice facing an
agent. Secondly, no claims of any practical significance are being made in RC5. By
this I mean that RC5 does not state that any one ought to bring about a Z world, now
or ever. It does not require us to have children whenever they would have lives just
barely worth living We are not required to maximize the number of people existing, or
turn a wealthy country into a country like India. 16 The objection is that for any possible
world with a positive net utility, there is in principle a much bigger world that is better,
even though individuals in the larger world live lives just barely worth living. Finally,
no claims are being made about future generations. The A case could be a single
generation living one hundred years, or it could be a thousand successive generations.
The Z case could be a single, enormous generation or thousands of successive
generations. No actual or possible time constraints are being made in either outcome
or any generation.
In this section I have brought out and examined the objection known as the
Repugnant Conclusion. I have attempted to clarify the objection and its relation to
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axiologies and ethical theories. This makes the objection (RC5) and the argument
clear. As I see it, the objection is directed against totalisms of all forms. Whatever it is
we take to be of value in a situation, if we believe the more of it, the better, then the
Repugnant Conclusion seems to be a problem. I will turn next to a simple solution and
another problem.
2.2 An Easy Solution
Considered alone, the Repugnant Conclusion is easy to avoid. In the diagram
used to present the argument, the height of each successive rectangle is diminishing.
Totalism entails that the outcomes improve as the height gets lower. One way to avoid
the Repugnant Conclusion is to deny this. We could claim that all the comparisons
between populations are incorrect. C is not better than B, B is not better than A, and A
is better than Z. An axiological view that implies this is averagism. If the value of an
outcome is determined by the average value of the lives of those who exist in that
outcome, then we would judge that B is worse than A. On this view it is irrelevant that
there are many more people in B than in A.
I intend to refer to this axiological view as averagism.
Averagism: (1) For any outcome O, the value of O, A(O), is the average value
of the lives lived on that outcome. A(O) is V(O) divided by the number of
those who would exist ifO were brought about. (2) For any two outcomes O
and B, O is better than B iff A(0)>A(B). (3) For any group of outcomes A, B,
. . .
N, A is a best outcome iff there is no outcome X such that A(X)>A(A).
We shall define the "value of an outcome", V(O), as we did under totalism. For any
outcome, we find the total sum of the values of the episodes of the bad stuff that would
happen ifO were carried out and add it to the total sum of the values of the episodes of
the good stuff that would happen ifO were carried out. This sum is the total value of
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the outcome. If we divide V(O) by the number of lives lived in that outcome, this
quantity would be the average value of the outcome, A(O).
A moral theory that uses this theory of value is average utilitarianism.
AU: Act X is right for agent A to do if and only if A(X) is at least as great as
the average value of any alternative to X open to A
For example, we might be faced with the problem of creating a population for a world
that would have a total of 1000 units of happiness, no matter how many people existed
there. We can choose between a world containing two people and a world containing
four people. The smaller world is better, since a higher average would result from
creating fewer people. On AU, this would be the right act.
Averagism has the virtue of avoiding the Repugnant Conclusion. Of the
populations diagramed in figure 7, Z has the lowest average value, so it is actually the
worst of the group. A is the best. Thus, averagism avoids the Repugnant Conclusion
because it does not imply that Z is better than A. If we had to decide between policies
that bring about Z or those that bring about A, AU would imply that we ought to
follow the latter.
Though averagism avoids the dreaded Repugnant Conclusion, the shortcomings
of average theories are well documented 17 One example used to show the inadequacy
of averagism is “The Two Hells.” Hell One is populated by ten innocent people who
suffer extreme agony for fifty years. Hell Two is populated by ten million innocent
people who suffer extreme agony for fifty years minus a day. Given a choice between
One and Two, averagism implies that Hell Two is the better outcome, since the
population in Two has a somewhat higher average utility. 18 This result does not seem
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right. Surely the much greater quantity of suffering in Hell Two more than outweighs
the slightly improved average over One.
A similar example is the case of Eve and Adam. Either the world could consist
in splendid lives for Eve and Adam and no one else, or the world could contain
100,000 people who have lives only slightly less splendid than theirs. Most people
would say that the second alternative is preferable to the first. Averagism entails that
this is not the case.
In the remainder of this chapter I will consider a variety of objections that all
attempt to show that in some way or other, the Repugnant Conclusion is not a
problem. In 2.3, 1 will briefly consider four responses that try to disable the Repugnant
Conclusion and show that it is not morally objectionable. Given the presentation and
discussion of the problem above, these responses will be rejected. In the following two
sections I consider two views that are to be taken more seriously. All of the views of
these three sections attempt to show that line 2 of the argument from the Repugnant
Conclusion is false. In the final section of this chapter I will present and evaluate a
response that denies line 1 of the argument. Here I consider a totalism that supposedly
does not entail that Z is better than A. I will argue that none of these responses is
successful.
2.3 The Repugnant Conclusion isn't Repugnant
Some philosophers have claimed that the Repugnant Conclusion is not a
problem at all. In this section I consider a group of responses that attempt to show that
line 2 of the argument is false. On these views we should not object to the notion that
Z is better than A
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2 3.1 Misplaced Partiality
Perhaps the reason that people find the notion that Z is better than A repugnant
is misplaced partiality
.
19 We may mistakenly believe (2) of the argument because our
intuitions are not accurate. The following example brings this out.
J: 1 single utility monster with 100 billion units.
K: 1 billion individuals each with 200 units.
L: 1 billion billion individuals each with 0.001 units.
A "unit" is a unit of measurement indicating a quantity of whatever the utilitarian takes
to be the valuable stuff of his theory. Any net positive lifetime utility level is the utility
level of a life worth living.
Most people prefer K to L and K to J. One reason why this is true is that K
looks to be the closest alternative to the actual world We would not prefer L to K
because of the loss in the average level of utility. It also seems that we are not
interested in sacrificing the number of lives lived in reducing the population from 1
billion to 1 (in preferring J to K). This example shows that we are making the mistake
of being partial The same faulty intuition leads us to think that Z is actually worse
than A. When we take an impartial view point, we can see that ifwe believe that B is
better than A, then C is better than B. On the other hand, if we prefer B to C, we must
prefer A to B 20 On this response, we believe that it is false that Z is better than A only
because we think that, of the alternatives, A is the closest to our actual world. Once
we realize that this partiality is the reason for thinking that Z is worse than A, we see
that the objection fails because line 2 of the argument is false. Actually Z is better than
A, and (2) is false.
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This response is obscure and incomplete. First, it is hard to see the main point
of the response. To what exactly are we partial? There are two possibilities. It could
be that we are partial to our current quality of life. This is indicated by the fact that we
wouldn't prefer L to K. In the Repugnant Conclusion, we believe that A is better than
Z because we think that the average in A is closer to our current average, and we are
partial to it. Since we ought to be impartial, we have no reason to think that Z is not
better than A, so (2) is false.
On the other hand, we are disinclined to sacrifice numbers to get the highest
average utility, that is, we are not inclined to prefer J to K. So in this latter case, if
partiality is the issue, it seems that we are partial to our existence among a large
number of contemporaries. Since the A population is closest to our current population,
we prefer A to Z out of partiality for the number ofA people. Here we are partial to a
world about the size of ours. Line 2 is false.
Neither alternative is satisfactory. I suggested above that a common error in
the literature on the Repugnant Conclusion is to lean too heavily on the extraneous
details in Parfit's presentation of the problem. This is a good example. The size and
average of the A population is irrelevant. It makes no difference if the A or Z
outcomes are closer to our beliefs about the actual state of the world. Partiality to the
actual world does not play a role in the intuitive support for the argument for the
Repugnant Conclusion. The point of the objection is that there can be more value in a
much more populous world where each life is barely worth living.
Secondly, the response is incomplete since it assumes that it is wrong for
partiality to play a role in our intuitions. Why should we be impartial? One reason for
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thinking this is that impartiality seems to bring about a more consistent set of beliefs.
If we believe K is better than J, then we should believe that L is better than K.” It
appears that the assumption giving rise to this implication is totalism. Given totalism
and the fact that we should be impartial, we should reject (2). Of course we can't let
that assumption guide us in rejecting line 2. The Repugnant Conclusion shows that
there is a a basic problem with Totalism. We can’t insist on totalism to refute the
argument Holding a consistent set of beliefs is a different matter. Later in this work, I
will present an axiology that shows that we can consistently believe that K is better
than J and L. We have plausible alternatives beyond totalism and averagism.
It might be more accurate to state the objection this way. What makes the
Repugnant Conclusion repugnant is our inability to separate our moral intuitions from
the actual conditions of our lives. We needn't claim that our world is like the A world,
just that our world is more like the A world than the Z world. Since our intuitions are
a function of the quality levels we believe exist around us, it is wrong to think that the
Z world is better than the A world, since the latter would be more like ours. This is the
intuition leading us to accept (2). We are not partial to a high average level of well-
being, or to a high population. We think, on average, that whatever the A and Z
alternatives in RC5 are, we are closer to A and partial to it.
I do not believe that this is the problem. Misplaced partiality is not the
mistaken source of the belief that (2) is true. There is nothing in the argument about
existing on one outcome or another. It is simply the claim that it does not seem right
that Z is more valuable than A, as is implied by totalism. Consider the alternatives RC5
lays out. If partiality played a role in the objection, we would rather be inclined to say
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that those alternatives are so remote from our experiences that we cannot say if A
ought to be better than Z or not. The numbers and averages in the Repugnant
Conclusion can be so different from the actual world, ifwe were partial we would not
have an intuitive response at all.
It seems to me that the impartiality objection is still inadequate. If people really
were partial to the conditions of their lives, one would expect that those living lives
closer to the conditions present in world Z would prefer L to K and L to J. Is it the
case that people living lives that are barely worth living believe that L is better than K?
Take the example of someone who lives a short life where the pleasures just barely
outweigh the pains. Would this person judge that the best thing would be a billion
billion individuals like himself, and reject the notion that K is better than L? I don't
believe so. It is conceivable to me that such a person would not agree that a world
filled with individuals like himself is the best alternative I lived in one of the poorest
countries in the world Many ofmy friends live at a very low standard of living. I don't
believe anyone suffering there would say that world L is the best.
I conclude that partiality is not the problem of the Repugnant Conclusion. Line
2 is not false, at least for this reason.
2.3.2 Similarity to the Actual World
A common strategy some21 use to disable the objection raised by the Repugnant
Conclusion is to argue from the claim that the actual world is closer to the Z world
than we thought. In many areas, the world is now densely populated with people who
enjoy few pleasures in life. Many who enjoy some pleasures in life also experience too
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much suffering. Too many lives are lived at a very low level of value. Some argue that
the actual world is similar to Parfit’s Z world. 22
Many who make this point believe that we already have a population that it
sufficiently large, and that we should not be adding to the population before we can
assure a good standard of living for most if not all of those who can presently be
helped. Maybe it is true that the Z world is not worse than the actual world 24 One
commentator writes
It strikes me that the world we actually live in may be no better than the low-
average alternative in the repugnant conclusion. All that would have to obtain
for this to be the case is that the average person in the world should not have
significantly more happiness than unhappiness, and it is certainly arguable that
this is so.
25
Even if it were the case that one's happiness were just above neutrality, this would not
be so bad If no one experienced much pleasure, there wouldn't be much room for pain
either.
26
The argument from a similarity between the Z world and the actual world to the
conclusion that the Repugnant Conclusion is not so bad might be this. The intuition
that Z is not better than A arises from our view of the conditions of the lives of the Z
people. The fact that such lives are lived has little value. That there are many many
such people should not make Z better than A However, it is false conceit to think that
our world is like the A world. In terms of net lifetime utility, our lives are closer in
value to the lives of the Z people than we supposed. The notion that Z lives are
miserable is undermined because we deem our lives valuable. Many such lives would
be even more valuable, so we would reject (2). It would be acceptable to think that Z is
better than A. Our world is a good place, since our world is more like the Z-world
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than we thought, Z is satisfactory, too. There is nothing repugnant to the claim that Z
is better than A.
I do not want to engage in a discussion of empirical facts concerning the state
of the world. As I conceive of the objection (RC5), there is no claim being made about
the actual world. Any investigation into the current average level of utility would not
be relevant to the objection as I see it. However, this response draws a connection
between our perceptions of the utility levels of our lives and the values of the worlds in
which we exist. This claim is relevant, but it is also ridiculous. The suggestion is that
the only thing that would have to be true to make our actual world no better than the
Z-case is if the average person existing now did not have significantly more happiness
than unhappiness. There is no connection between the two claims As Parfit describes
the situation, it is obvious that Totalism entails that Z is much better than A. The
population in A is twice our population, and all the A-people are better off than
virtually all of those currently existing. We are clearly worse off than A We have
many fewer people, and our total and average utility is lower than A’s. The population
in Z has been doubled many times from the A population. The total level of value has
increased with each doubling. If totalism is true, Z is far better than A, and we are
worse off than A, so the actual world is worse than the Z-world Of course the actual
world is "no better" than the Z-world, it is far worse.
This response reveals a lack of comprehension of the problem Suppose that
the current average level of utility is quite low. RC5 shows that we can imagine
outcome with an even lower average that would be better. Whether we are more like Z
or more like A is irrelevant. This does not show that the Repugnant Conclusion is any
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more acceptable. To whichever world we are more similar, we would ask if it would be
better if we had fifty times our current population at a level of utility slightly greater
than one-fiftieth of the current level For this response to be effective it would have to
establish that a world with a very low average can always be better that a world with a
higher average and fewer people This has not been accomplished, so we should not
reject line 2 of the argument.
This response is clearly inadequate. The empirical facts of the actual world are
not relevant to the objection. Those beliefs are used to motivate our intuitions about
the example and the comparisons being made, but they are not essential to the
objection This response, even if true, fails to diminish the force of the objection or
neutralize the repugnancy.
2.3.3 No Repugnant Choices
The third response to the objection raised by commentators27 is quite common.
They point out that, given current conditions, no theory would require a repugnant
choice. Consider these remarks:
Given the current state of the world, no place exists where any agent is faced
with a repugnant choice. 28
The question is, given the world we live in, is it likely that either theory would
force us to add great numbers of people till we have a large drab world instead
of a much smaller, much happier world? ... the world as a whole is now
obviously so crowded that adding extra people is likely to lower both the total
and the average happiness. 29
Those who present this response do so in an attempt to disable the objection. They
seem to think that the nature of the objection is that moral theory requires that
populations be increased to many times their current size even though the new
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population will have lives that are drab and dull. Since adding to the population would
not have this result now, 30 we need not be concerned about the objection
This passage exhibits a misunderstanding of the objection previously mentioned.
The essence of the response is this: it is not true now that increasing the population will
increase the total level of utility, so the Repugnant Conclusion is not a genuine
problem. First, the problem is not a problem in normative ethics. It does not concern
what we are obligated to do now or ever, nor does it concern the rightness of any act
It is not the idea that we are required to do something we find distasteful. The problem
as I see it is a problem in axiology. Z has more value than A, as entailed by RC5. No
choices need to be made and nothing needs to be done to see the repugnance of this
claim
The fact that we couldn't face such a choice does not alter the axiological
relationships in the example Let us consider an analogy. Over many years Stalin ruled
the Soviet Union through terror and intimidation. He routinely had suspected
opponents assassinated - hundreds of thousands died as a result of his decisions. Of
this situation, I might claim "What a sad thing that so many people died. This was an
extremely bad thing to have happened Most likely it would have been better if Stalin
had never come to power." An evaluation consistent with this latest response would be
this: "Nonsense. Stalin's reign was not as nearly as bad as you think. The reason is you
did not, and given the way the world is now, you could not face a decision to rule the
USSR as he did." Most people would find this response ineffective and deeply
confused. The value of an outcome does not change if I could not be in a position to
bring it about.
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I do not find this response at all persuasive. Perhaps we will not actually face a
choice between a Z world and an A world, however, the objection is not about choices
The comparison between Z and A is independent from the choices we will ever have to
make Moreover, I argued in the introduction that the objection, properly understood,
is relevant to decisions people a make every day.
2.3.4 Inability to Comprehend Large Numbers
One feature of the Repugnant Conclusion that is particularly challenging for
many is the large quantities involved. One response that denies (2) is to claim that the
quantities are so large, we simply cannot comprehend what they entail. 31
We can use a previous example here.
J: 1 single utility monster with 100 billion units.
K: 1 billion individuals each with 200 units.
L: 1 billion billion individuals each with 0.001 units
A “unit” is whatever fundamental hedonic quantity one uses to measure net utility. We
may evaluate these outcomes and decide that K is the best outcome, in part because we
fail to see that the high population in L more than makes up for the low average level
of utility. Once our attention is drawn to this, we see that the total value of L is greater
than the total value of K. L is the best outcome on totalism.
The analogy with the Repugnant Conclusion is this. When we consider Parfit's
original description of the A and the Z cases, we may fail to realize that the number of
people in Z is so great that the sum of their very low net utility levels is greater than the
sum of the levels of the A people. The intuition behind the acceptance of (2) is based
on this arithmetic misunderstanding. Once we see this error, we realize that Z is rightly
considered better than A, and (2) is false.
32
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This is another puzzling response. This objection is the claim that support for
(2) is based on a miscalculation of sorts. Some think that a population of a billion
billion is so big that we do not grasp that a population of this size at a low average
utility has more value than many smaller, happier groups. It is difficult to see how a
failure to grasp the quantities involved leads one to think that the notion that Z is better
than A is morally acceptable. If anything, it seems we understand these numbers too
well. We know what a life barely worth living is. A billion billion people would
roughly be the same as 200 million for each person alive today. We can imagine what
the population density would be like if, instead of each individual alive today, there
were in his place a population nearly the size of the current population of the United
States, where each person has a life that is barely worth living. I think we do find these
numbers and utility levels comprehensible The repugnancy lies in the fact that a huge
number of people leading barely acceptable lives could be the best population
Furthermore, to depend on quantities as this objection does is to miss the point
RC5 does not depend on large populations. The population in A could be 100, and the
population in Z could be 10,000. Again, too much is being made of the concrete
elements of Parfit's example, and too little on the content of the objection and its
target.
33
This criticism concludes the four brief responses to the objection presented by
the Repugnant Conclusion. In the following three sections I consider three substantial
and plausible responses. The first view denies that there is a problem, and the second
finds that the source of the repugnancy is a very simple error common to many
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utilitarianisms. The final approach is a consequentialism that attempts to accept the
Repugnant Conclusion.
2.4 Illegitimacy
Partha Dasgupta has written two articles on population questions in which he
argues that the Repugnant Conclusion is not a real problem. He claims the Repugnant
Conclusion is rigged 34 Once we understand the Repugnant Conclusion for what it is,
we can see that the objection is based on a misrepresentation 35
Dasgupta writes
One would not contest that this [The Repugnant Conclusion] is repugnant, but
then nor should one contest that it is rigged. We are first tempted with a
population size a little over twice the world's current population
.
. . this is at
once followed by a picture of a vastly overcrowded earth where people [are]
leading lives "barely worth living". But the underlying logic in a zero living
standard is a far cry from this. 36
Dasgupta thinks that we mistakenly believe that the Repugnant Conclusion is a
problem because there is a faulty correspondence between the net value of lives lived
and the descriptions of what those lives are like It is incorrect to say that the value of
a life "just barely worth living" is just barely positive. Dasgupta is clear about this.
A living standard is positive if it is good that a person experiences a life which
achieves this standard. This involves comparison with a life just good; more
accurately, the worst state such that we don't count it a positively bad thing that
people live at that state. The standard of living associated with such a life is
nil.
37
Dasupta's calculus entails the following correlations. A life at a zero level of value is
the worst life one could have without it being bad that such a life is lived. This life is
consistently described. It “is the best life that we don't count it a positively good thing
that there should exist a person who will have to live that life.” 38 If one pleasure of any
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magnitude were lost, and one pain gained, then it would not be good that that life is
lived.
A life that is “just good” does not improve or detract from an outcome. By
this I mean the following. If we had to decide if a person should be created who would
experience a zero level of utility, and if this person's net effect on others would be nil,
then creating this person would be neither better nor worse than not creating him The
value of the outcome that includes him would be the same as the one that didn’t include
him. His existence, morally speaking, would be a wash. As Dasgupta describes it, it
would be "just good" that his life is lived, but not positively so. We would be morally
indifferent to creating such a person. The thrust of Dasupta’s response is that Parfit's
"scales of value" are misplaced
A person living any life better than this one improves the value of the outcome,
even though the increment might be small. Dasgupta refers to this as positively good
At a negative level of value, it is a bad thing if a person would live at that level The
level of badness is shown by the magnitude of the negative number assigned to that life.
Given Dasgupta’s calculus, one response could turn on the idea that Parfit's
concept of a life "barely worth living" is inaccurate. We have presumed that the net
value of this life is very low, though still positive. Dasgupta might argue that a life at
this numeric level represents a life better than a life “just good.” It is positively good
Perhaps we should have no objections to a huge number of lives lived at a level that is
positively good. We should accept it that Z is better than A, so (2) of the argument
from the Repugnant Conclusion is false. However, this is not Dasgupta's response.
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Dasgupta s response to Parfit is that a life “barely worth living” (the norm of
Parfit’s Z-people) is a far cry from a zero standard of living.
A person whose life is barely worth living has a very low, negative, living
standard There is nothing repugnant about a very large imaginable population,
all enjoying a positive living standard As it is positive, their lives are good.
Their lives are a good deal more than just worth living. 39
As I understand it, the response Dasgupta has in mind takes two forms. If the lives of
the Z people are "just barely positive" in the numeric sense, then their lives are
considerably better than just barely worth living, as Parfit claims. A life lived at a
positive level is acceptable and moderately worth living. It is better than a life “just
good. There can be no objection to a huge number of lives moderately worth living.
As I have framed the problem, this means that there is nothing repugnant to the claim
that Z is better than A (2) is false.
A second interpretation is this. If the lives of the Z people are correctly
described as “just barely worth living,” then the numeric value of each of those lives is
negative. If so, then Z cannot have more value than A, since the total utility value for Z
is negative, and A's total is positive. Line 1 is false on this view. Thus, Dasgupta's
response is that Parfit has presented no real problem. Parfit is wrong to presume that
the value of a life just barely worth living is just barely positive. His scales of value do
not match the lives lived in the outcome.
Understanding and evaluating these arguments is tricky. Some of Dasgupta’s
terminology lends itself to obscurity if not equivocation. The phrases “just barely
positive”, “just good”, and “positively good” are examples. When a life is described as
“positively good”, it is hard to know what modifies what. Is this the description of a
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life lived at a moderate level of utility, or is the net value of such a life some number
greater than zero'? It is also confusing to claim that a life is “just barely positive.”40
Numbers greater than zero are positive, negative numbers are less than zero 41
Positivity is not a property that admits degrees. +100 and +.01 are positive to the same
extent.
It seems to me that our descriptions of lives and the assignment of value to
those lives is entirely plausible. Some people have wonderful lives filled with whatever
makes life worth living. They are happy and successful in all of their pursuits, no
tragedies befall them, their families or friends. The value of a life like this is large and
positive. Others lead lives that are filled with pain and misery and marred by hardships
These lives have a negative value. Some people live lives like this. It does not seem
controversial to claim that somewhere between these two extremes a life could have an
equal balance between experiences that have positive values and those that have
negative values, or that some lives have no highs or lows. The net value of such a life
is nil. A life like this is not worth living, nor is it worth ending. A life whose net utility
level is any greater than this is a life worth living. The existence of such a life is
preferable to its nonexistence.
It seems to me that it is Dasgupta’s scales of value that are misplaced. The
values he assigns to various kinds of life cannot be right. Dasgupta claims that the net
utility of a life barely worth living is negative and very low, and he never says how low
that level is. For the purposes of argument, let's say that the value of a life just barely
worth living is - 100 units.
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Consider the lives that fall between -100 to 0 units. This interval covers lives
that are “just barely worth living” and lives better than that up to but not including
those that are “just good ” According to Dasgupta, two things are true about these
lives: (1) they are worth living to a certain degree and (2) it is bad that a person lives
that life. It seems to me that the best way to understand these claims is to say that the
individual believes it is better to continue to live rather than not, and that that person’s
existence on an outcome makes the outcome worse. Since his life has negative value,
his existence decreases the total value of the outcome. This pair of claims seems
inconsistent and counterintuitive 42 If a life is in fact worth living, either "just barely" or
"somewhat" or perhaps "moderately" worth living, then living that life should be a good
thing. It should increase the value of the outcomes on which it exists. The net value of
such a life should be positive. (2) implies that such a life detracts from an outcome. Its
net value is negative. If it is bad that a person lives a particular life, then it seems that
the life has more pain than pleasures. How can we claim that such a life is worth
living?43
There is a way these two claims could make sense. Imagine a person who has a
happy life, yet brings a lot of misery to others that they wouldn't otherwise have
experienced. The net value he enjoys in his life might be positive, yet the negative
effect he has on others may more than counterbalance the value of his experiences. We
might thus distinguish between the personal value of a life, and the all-things-
considered value. The former might be the net value of the person’s experience
received by the agent; the latter might be the net value of the experiences of everyone
including the agent.
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Perhaps some version of this distinction is plausible, however it does not apply
to this case Dasgupta does not suggest any distinction between the effects our acts
have on others, and on ourselves. He appeals to the all-things-considered value in
every instance. His view is that people who live lives somewhat or moderately worth
living have negative value. One example shows the absurdity of this view.
Future Lives: Suppose that sometime in the future we must select between
alternatives that lead to the following outcomes: A. No future people exist. B
Only two people, Ada and Adam, exist. C. Thousands and thousands of people
live for many centuries into the future. Let us suppose that due to limited
resources and environmental damage, Ada and Adam would live lives that are
worth living, but only “just good.” The lives in C would each be slightly less
worth living than the lives of Ada and Adam, but they are still moderately worth
living.
I believe that the implications Dasgupta's view has for this case are absurd. The value
of alternative A is the same as B. Neither case has any positive moral value. If the
human race died out, this would be just as good as if it continued to exist with two
people who had lives "just good", and worth living. More unacceptable is the notion
that case C is much worse overall than A or B This is true even though each C life is
only slightly worse than Ada or Adam's. The overall value of C is a large, negative
number. IfB weren't an alternative, we would have to prefer the extinction of the
human race to its continuation by thousands who have lives worth living. This result is
clearly unacceptable. The extinction of the human race would be a very bad outcome.
It should not be better than its continued existence by people with lives worth living
.
44
I conclude that Dasgupta does not show that the Repugnant Conclusion is not a
problem. The approach used is philosophical sleight of hand. He either accepts the
description of a life and alters its value, or he accepts the value of the life, and alters its
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description. Neither interpretation fits common sense convictions about lives, values
and quantities. Dasgupta's axiology is unacceptable.
2.5 People for the Sake of I Itility
In a discussion appearing in print in 1977, Bill Anglin presented an argument
that purports to undermine the reason for thinking that the Repugnant Conclusion is
objectionable In the course of the discussion he presents the main reason people give
for thinking that the Repugnant Conclusion is repugnant. This is the idea that
utilitarianism supports the production of people for the sake of utility rather than the
production of utility for the sake of people. I shall present and refute this view in this
section
Anglin’s reasoning surfaces in conjunction with an argument the supposedly
establishes that the Repugnant Conclusion is not repugnant. The argument begins with
the concept of an extra person obligation (EPO). We are obligated to produce a
person whose net lifetime utility level is k units of pleasure (k>0) and the net effect the
person has on others is negligible. 45 The argument can be rendered as follows:
The Argument from the EPO
1. No existing obligation is repugnant.
2. If (1), then the EPO is not repugnant.
3. If the EPO is. not repugnant, then the Repugnant Conclusion is not
repugnant.
4. Therefore, the Repugnant Conclusion is not repugnant.
The ideas and implications contained in this argument are similar to points I have
previously discussed, or will be discussing at length in later chapters. For my purposes
here, I am concerned with (3). This is the claim that if the EPO is not repugnant, then
the Repugnant Conclusion is not repugnant. Apparently this implication is thought to
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be true because both the EPO and the Repugnant Conclusion are instances of the
production of people for the sake of utility.
He writes
Since no actually existing obligation can be repugnant in the sense proper to this
paper, it would follow from the fact that there was an Extra Person Obligation
that it was not repugnant for there to be an obligation to produce population for
the sake of utility
. .
.
it should be clear that if we could prove that there was an
Extra Person Obligation, then we would have dissipated most of the
repugnancy of the Repugnant Conclusion. 46
The reasoning behind (3) is something like this. (1) and (2) imply that the EPO is not
repugnant. But the EPO is a case of an obligation to produce population for the sake
of utility, so it must be acceptable to produce a population for the sake of utility. It is
never wrong to produce people for the sake of utility, at least not for that reason.
Since all such obligations are acceptable, and there are no other questionable features
of the objection, then there must be nothing wrong with the Repugnant Conclusion.
There are many problematic steps in this justification. I would like to focus on
one. Let us suppose the EPO exists and is not repugnant and it is a case of producing
population for the sake of utility. This does not show that all such obligations are
morally acceptable. It is not difficult to produce a morally unacceptable case where
population is produced for the sake of a net positive utility. We can imagine that an
adoption lawyer could construct an elaborate scheme to conceive and sell children from
donated genetic material. Surrogate mothers would be paid to carry the children to
term. Then, instead of allowing the children to be adopted into good homes, the
lawyer might sell them into slavery. Each child would have a miserable life, however
the positive consequences accruing to those affected far outweigh the child’s misery.
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This appears to be a case of the production of population for the sake of
utility.
47 The reasons for the repulsiveness of the slave-child case are controversial, but
whatever those reasons happen to be, population is being produced for the sake of
utility, and we find it morally unacceptable. It is not true that every case of the
production of people for the sake of utility is acceptable. Support for line 3 is
undermined. I can see no other properties shared by an EPO and the Repugnant
Conclusion that could support the implication in (3).
The slave-child example seems to be a straightforward case where people are
created for the sake of utility. Anglin writes that the main reason we dislike the
Repugnant Conclusion is that it "advocates" the production of a population for the sake
of utility, which reverses the proper relationship No explanation of this given. 48 The
fundamental problem with this complaint is that it is based on a misunderstanding of the
nature of the Repugnant Conclusion and moral theory. The Repugnant Conclusion
advocates nothing, and it does not encourage the people be produced for the purpose
of increasing the total level of utility, and it does not advocate that the Z population be
brought about in order to achieve the total value of Z. Purposes are not a part of
totalism or TU. TU identifies as right those acts that yield the greatest amount of
utility, in this indirect sense TU encourages some alternatives and not others. The
Repugnant Conclusion is not a moral theory, it requires no choices or acts. It is an
objection to totalism, the axiological view.
I believe that Anglin's argument fails in many ways. The premise we are
concerned with here suffered from a poor inductive inference. He argued that if an
obligation has property P and is morally acceptable, then all obligations having P are
82
morally acceptable. I have argued that this is fallacious. He has failed in demonstrating
that the Repugnant Conclusion is not repugnant.
Two broader questions have been raised to which I shall return: 1
. Is it wrong
to produce people because they would be happy, or is it only acceptable to produce
utility for those who exist? 2. Is there an EPO? I take it that the first question
concerns the difference between impersonalism and person-affecting views. This is the
focus of chapter five. The second question concerns the Hermit example, which will be
discussed in chapters six and seven.
2.6 Accepting the Repugnant Conclusion
In the last three sections of this chapter, I have presented a number of responses
to the Repugnant Conclusion that attempt to show that the objection Parfit presents is
not a genuine problem, or at least is not serious. I have argued that all these attempts
fail for a variety of reasons. A different way of dealing with the objection is to admit
that totalistic theories do imply that a highly populated world at a very low average
utility level could be the most valuable alternative, but ifwe make out the axiology
correctly, there is nothing morally objectionable about this implication This approach
is interesting since it embraces totalism, yet avoids the dreadful result of the objection
Robin Attfield takes this approach in A Theory of Value and Obligation , and it is this
response with which I will be concerned in this section.
In two books and several articles, Robin Attfield has developed a value theory
and a moral theory committed to totalism. 49 He seems to accept Parfit's argument, yet
he claims that given the terms of his theory, the Repugnant Conclusion "becomes easier
to accept,"
50
and it "loses its repugnancy and its sting." 51 If he is right, he must
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conclude that Parfit is mistaken in thinking that this is a problem for all totalistic
theories In the remainder of this chapter, I intend to present Attfield's view and show
why he has not avoided the objection Parfit presents.
In 2.6.1, 1 will sketch Attfield's axiology and ethical theory, and in 2.6.2 I will
show why his approach does not work Thus far I have insisted on my conviction that
the Repugnant Conclusion is an attack on an axiology. For the remainder of this
section I shall be discussing normative ethical theory. I will follow Attfield’s lead in
this regard because this is an important commentary and I intend to make my
presentation as accurate as possible.
2.6.1 The Theory
Attfield makes use of some traditional value-theoretic concepts. Some things
are of intrinsic value - meaning they are valuable in themselves. Something is
instrumentally valuable if it has value "derivatively" or due to "a further state of affairs
beyond itself." 52 This is often called extrinsic value. These types of value are not
exclusive.
States having intrinsic value are not limited to humans experiencing pleasure at
a time. Attfield's treatment is Aristotelian, flourishing, well-being, and the development
of characteristic powers of anything with moral standing has intrinsic value. 53 States
which have intrinsic value include pleasure, enjoyment, 54 self-determination, 55
autonomy, 56 self-respect, 57 flourishing as a member of one's species, 58 and the
development of powers and essential capacities belonging to the kind of thing one is. 59
Intrinsically disvaluable states include pain and suffering and conditions that work
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against the development of one’s essential capacities. For human beings, essential
capacities include the capacity for meaningful work
,
60
and certain biological capacities
Attfield believes that the conditions that make life possible are of "immense
instrumental" value
.
61
For humans, those conditions include the satisfaction of basic
needs. 6 - Those needs are divided between survival needs and non-survival needs The
former include food, clothing, shelter, and possibly certain psychological traits
.
63 Non-
survival basic needs are required to develop one's essential capacities. These are
specified as autonomy, meaningful work, and self-respect 64 There are two remaining
categories - non-basic needs and wants and preferences. Meeting non-basic needs
satisfies conditions that are sufficient but not necessary for a worthwhile human life -
examples include developing the capacity for friendship, and developing the distinctive
capacities of each individual 65 The satisfaction of wants and preferences are sufficient
for a fully flourishing life
.
66
Just as there are different types of needs, there are also priorities between
needs, and among needs and preferences. Satisfying someone's preference for MTV is
not as important as fulfilling someone's survival needs. The highest priority is accorded
to the satisfaction of basic human needs, the next level of importance goes to the
satisfaction of non-basic needs, and the lowest priority is accorded to the satisfaction of
wants and preferences.
We need to formulate a moral theory that takes these priorities into account.
To do this we must make use of his three-tiered approach to the satisfaction of needs.
When he says that one set of needs has priority over another, he seems to mean that the
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needs holding a higher priority must be fulfilled before there is any value in satisfying a
less important need, or wants or preferences.
We can begin the formulation of his view by associating three values with any
population P. There is a B-value, an N-value and a W-value. The B-value is the extent
to which the basic needs of a population are satisfied. The extent to which P's basic
needs are met has some value, let's call it B(P). The N-value is the extent to which
non-basic needs are met, for P this is given by N(P). The W-value is the extent to
which wants and preferences are satisfied, for P this is W(P)
The value of a population P is its Attfield value, A(P). To determine A(P), we
proceed as follows. First, find B(P). Now ask, are the basic needs of this population
fully satisfied7 Equivalently we could ask, does any member of this population have an
unmet basic need? If the basic needs are not fully met, then A(P)=B(P), and we stop
here. If no one in this population has unmet basic needs, then we find N(P) and add it
to B(P). Then we ask, do all the members of P have their non-basic needs met? If the
answer is no, then A(P)=B(P)+N(P), and we stop here. If no one exists who has an
unmet non-basic need, then we find W(P) and add it in. The A-value for a population
with fully met basic and non-basic needs is B(P)+N(P)+W(P) 67
Attfield is an optimizer68 - he thinks we ought to do what will maximize value.
He writes
The natural theory to consider . . . is that it is morally right, and even perhaps
morally obligatory, to maximize intrinsic value, or to bring about an optimal
balance of intrinsically valuable states of affairs over intrinsically undesirable
ones .
69
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The natural approach to take is to say that the value of an act would be given by the A-
value of the population that would occur if that act were performed The moral status
of an act is determined by comparing the value of the act with the value of the other
alternatives open to the agent. We can formulate a moral theory closely related to TU,
called ATU for Attfield's Totalistic Utilitarianism.
ATU Act X is right for agent S to do iff A(X-people) is at least as great as the
A-value of the population that would exist on any alternative open to S . 70
Thus understood, ATU is a totalistic theory on which the rightness or wrongness of an
act is determined by the A-value of the population that would exist if the act were
performed
A simple example might help to show how this theory should work. Suppose I
am wondering about donating some money to Joe. Joe has no resources and no job.
He has difficulty getting enough food to eat on a daily basis. Unfortunately he is one
among many whose basic needs are not being met. Mary would like my help as well.
Her basic needs are satisfied, but she would like me to purchase an expensive painting
to beautify her home. The choice I have is between arranging food and shelter for Joe
for a year, buying the painting Mary likes, or doing nothing. According to ATU,
assisting to meet Joe's basic (survival) needs has significant value. This increases B(P)
and thus A(P) for the population. Satisfying Mary's preference for the painting does
not change A(P) since there are unmet basic needs. Doing nothing does not change
A(P) either. ATU implies that I ought to arrange for Joe's basic needs, and forget about
the painting.
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I do not see any reason to think that ATU avoids the Repugnant Conclusion.
The A population contains many people leading extremely worthwhile lives. All needs
are taken care of, and even their most extravagant wants and preferences are fully
satisfied. Their lives are filled with pleasure and they are tremendously happy. There is
some value, A(A), associated with this population. Now consider the Z population In
Z, survival needs are barely covered - each individual receives enough calories and
protection from the elements to survive another day. Life is just barely worth living
As Parfit writes, this is a life of muzak and potatoes Since there is value in satisfying
any basic need, there must be some positive value associated with each of these lives
.
71
The total value of the population would be A(Z). It must be the case that some
number of people existing in Z would make A(Z) greater than A(A), so Z would be
better than A, according to this theory of value
.
72
Ifwe could bring about one
population or the other, ATU entails that we ought to bring about Z rather than A
Nothing suggests that this approach would falsify either premise in Parfit's argument
No matter how great A(A) is, we could imagine a world filled with miserable, poorly
developed people the existence ofwhom would have greater value than A(A). This is
morally unacceptable. The notion that Z is better than A is just as repugnant as the
original comparison.
Attfield might respond that I mistabulated the A-values
.
73 Quite often he writes
as if there is no value in satisfying anyone's basic needs if everyone's basic needs are not
satisfied. "No increase in population is called for where the necessary space and
resources are unavailable ..." 74 This could be true if, by allowing there to be a person
whose basic needs are not satisfied, we thereby nullify the value found in the full
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satisfaction of the remaining population's basic needs. The tabulation error would be
this. Instead of using the full satisfaction of P's basic needs as a test to see if we can
include the value of the satisfaction of P's non-basic needs, perhaps we ought to use full
satisfaction of basic needs to determine if B(P) is to be included in A(P).
On this revised interpretation, we define B(P), N(P), and W(P) as before To
determine the new Attfield value for a given population, new-A(P), we proceed as
follows. First ask, do all members of P have their basic needs satisfied? If the answer
is no, we stop. For populations like this, A(P)=0 by definition. If the answer is yes, we
then ask if all the members of P have their non-basic needs satisfied. If the answer is
no, then new-A(P)=B(P). If the answer is yes, we proceed Now we ask if all of P's
wants and preferences are satisfied. If the answer is no, new-A(P)=B(P)+N(P). If the
answer is yes, then all of these values count, so new-A(P) = B(P)+N(P)+ W(P).
Ifwe substitute the new-A value for the A-value in ATU, then we get a revised
ethical theory, new-ATU. This theory seems to fit with statements Attfield makes
about his view.
Thus the version of the total theory here presented authorizes an increased
population enjoying the gift of a worthwhile life where the resources and space
necessary ... are available ... but where basic needs are unsatisfied it assigns
priority to redistribution over population increases. 75
This theory would support the view that improving lives already worth living or
satisfying any non-basic need does not improve the value of a population if others exist
who have unsatisfied basic needs. 76 Attfield claims that his view makes the Repugnant
Conclusion easier to accept and no longer repugnant.
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The axiology of this version has unacceptable implications Consider the simple
case of Joe and Mary. I have to choose between satisfying his basic needs for a year,
buying Mary a painting, or doing nothing. Joe is one of about 100 homeless in my
town whose basic needs are not being met. Consider just this population "D" which
does not change as a result of my act. No matter what I do, new-A(D)=0 because there
will be others whose basic needs will not be satisfied. The options available to me are
morally equivalent. I am permitted to help him, buy the painting, not do anything, or
even use my bills to start a fire in my fireplace. I believe this result is not correct.
Surely it is right to provide for Joe's basic needs.
There are other reasons to reject this approach. Intermediate lives and lives well
worth living are worthless in a population where some have unsatisfied basic needs.
How would we compare population A containing 100 lives well worth living and 10
with unsatisfied basic needs, with population B containing 100,000 lives well worth
living and 10 with unsatisfied basic needs? Provided the worse-off groups are equally
well off, we would normally want to claim that B is far better than A. However, new-
A(A)=new-A(B)=0 on this approach. It is not reasonable to claim that, overall, A is as
good as B.
As a moral theory, new-ATU yields bizarre evaluations of easy problems.
Suppose in a population that includes 200 people with unsatisfied basic needs, we can
either fulfill the unsatisfied needs of ten or we could fulfill the unsatisfied needs of ten
and simultaneously satisfy the non-basic needs and the wants and preferences of 10,000
people who already exist. A standard total theory would claim that the second
alternative is right and the first wrong. Again, new-ATU implies that these alternatives
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are equivalent - new-A for either outcome is 0. The implication of this approach is that
we needn't help anyone unless we can fully satisfy everybody. This result is not right It
seems obvious that the second alternative is preferable to the first
It is not entirely clear that Attfield has delivered on the promise of presenting a
totalistic theory. This depends on what one thinks the necessary features of a totalistic
theory are. In this case, it seems that there can be value present in an outcome that is
not counted. Now I shall turn to the question of whether or not the view avoids the
Repugnant Conclusion.
2.6.2 An Acceptable Repugnant Conclusion
Why does Attfield believe that on his theory, the Repugnant Conclusion is no
longer repugnant? This is difficult to determine. He claims that the Repugnant
Conclusion is easier to accept because
the decline in the quality of life for people who happen to be members of both
populations compared in the Conclusion could not amount to any considerable
deprivation of the satisfaction of basic needs
. . . as all members of the larger
population lead lives which are worth living. 77
As I understand this and other passages, Attfield's response is that whenever his theory
entails that Z is better than A, this comparison is not morally objectionable. If all the Z
people do indeed have lives just barely worth living, then it is true that Z is better than
A. Their basic needs may be inconsistently satisfied, but not deprived over a long
period. His reply to Parfit's objection must be that premise 1 is true, but there is
nothing repugnant about Z being better than A. For the Z people, he claims, "life is
sweet."
78 So line 2 is false. 79 Thus, provided the Z-people have lives worth living,
there is no repugnancy and no sting to the claim that Z is better than A.
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I believe that this response to Parfit is entirely ineffective. First, I have shown
in very simple cases that Attfield's judgement of the value of a population is inaccurate
His moral theory is unable to handle the simple case of Joe and Mary, and does not
yield the intuitively correct result in a case of assisting some members of a population.
Since his value judgements are off the mark in obvious cases, we cannot reasonably
expect his theory to get the right answers to more complex situations. His acceptance
of line 1 of Parfit's argument cannot be trusted
Perhaps I have unfairly formulated his theory - perhaps there is a way to accept
the idea that Z is better than A and that such a claim is not repugnant. Attfield has not
indicated a way to do this. I maintain that the same problem Parfit raises is a difficulty
here. In his discussions, Attfield clearly indicates what a life just worth living would be
like. Each Z-person would have about half of their essential capacities developed, but
only to some degree 80 It would be possible for each Z person to be missing some of
their senses, their basic needs could be inconsistently met, but there would be no long
term starvation Now, a human capacity is simply the ability to exercise a power
characteristic of our species. These powers need not be practiced. 81 So some Z-people
develop a low-level capacity for autonomy, but never in their lifetimes make a decision
for themselves. Others might have the capacity for some rudimentary practical
reasoning, but never actually reason. Others may lack these capacities, but have some
ability to move around, yet never be able to physically move. This seems to be the
nature of a life just barely worth living.
Ifmy analysis is correct, then Attfield must hold that a Z-world filled with huge
numbers of such underdeveloped people living at the level where there basic needs are
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just being met is better than the A-world, and there is nothing morally objectionable
about this claim. I find this result equally repugnant. This theory fares no better
against the objection as originally presented by Parfit. The notion that Attfield's Z-
world is better than the A-world is morally unacceptable.
I conclude that Attfield fails to deliver on the promise of solving the problem
presented by Parfit with a totalistic theory. It remains to be seen if other totalistic
approaches could make accepting the Repugnant Conclusion acceptable
2.7 Summary
In this chapter I have succeeded in setting out and analyzing what I believe to
be one of the most serious criticisms in contemporary ethical theory. More accurately,
as I conceive of it, the Repugnant Conclusion is a criticism of totalistic axiologies. For
whatever states of affairs one takes to have value, if one is a totalist, then the
Repugnant Conclusion is a problem.
In the first sections of this chapter I worked out the problem and articulated the
objection in a simple, three line argument. The problem was this
RC5: For any possible population A at a positive, average level of utility U(A),
some number of people existing in population Z would make Z better than A
for any value of U(Z) that is just barely positive and less than U(A).
The idea of the objection is that, given a possible state of affairs at a positive average
level of value, there is a much more populous world that would be better, even though
the level of value in the larger world is less than the level of value in the smaller world,
and each life in that larger world is barely worth living.
The argument, as I have contended, is this
The Argument from the Repugnant Conclusion
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1 If totalistic axiologies are true, then Z is better than A.
2. It is not the case that Z is better than A.
3. Therefore, totalistic axiologies not true
If totalism is true, then the more populous world is better than the less populous world
Our intuitions do not support this result, it is false that Z is better than A. Totalism
must be false.
There are many responses to this problem in the literature. In section 2.3 I
surveyed four responses which seek to show that the Repugnant Conclusion is not
really a problem. These objections were found to be superficial and often based on an
inaccurate understanding of the objection. In the following three sections I reviewed
the three most significant objections to the problem On these responses, the
Repugnant Conclusion was held to be (1) not a genuine problem, (2) a case of
producing people for the sake of utility, and (3) not repugnant. I argued that none of
these responses are acceptable.
I maintain that Parfit's objection stands. The problem he presents is serious, and
not easily avoided It is a challenge to anyone who thinks that it is better to have more
of whatever it is that has value. In the following two chapters I shall consider two
more problems. The remainder of this dissertation will concern solutions to these
puzzles.
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Endnotes
1
This is Parfit’s formulation that incorrectly conflates quantity of happiness
with “the greatest net sum.” F.easons and Persons
,
p. XX.
2
Phil Bricker has correctly pointed out to me that there is no need to
distinguish good from bad episodes provided the utility from the bad ones is negative
In chapter one I introduced totalism as the axiological view that the net utility of a
world or state of affairs or outcome is determined by the sums of the values of
whatever it is we take the good stuff to be, diminished by the total value of the
opposite. Totalistic consequentialism is the normative view that we ought to do what
brings the best result. In chapter one as in chapter two I follow this formulation by
examples where I add the net values of the lives that would be lived on an outcome. I
have reasons for proceeding in this way. Commentators working in this area generally
agree that episodes are human mental states, the “good” stuff being the positive mental
states, and the “bad” stuff being the negative. I concur. In what follows, I will be
discussing sizes of human populations and average and total levels of utility. However,
I believe that the problems I discuss are concerns for totalism broadly construed. For
example, some people believe that there is value to be found in animals and ecosystems.
There are different reasons why this could be true One way the Repugnant Conclusion
could be laid out is by comparing two worlds. The first is a one acre parcel of
rainforest, enjoyed by 20,000 different species, and the second is a planet covered by a
desert and void of living things with the exception a single species of cockroach.
Nothing else exists. One might wonder if there is some number of cockroaches (or
planet size) that would make the desert planet more valuable that the one acre of
rainforest. Due to rhetorical simplicity and the high level of consensus on the issue, I
plan on using net positive utility enjoyed by humans as the good stuff. This is the total
net value of the pleasures we experience. It could as well be the net value of our
preference satisfaction or happiness. However, for others it could very well be the size
and quality of the ecosystems I am convinced that the problems I discuss are
challenges to totalism broadly understood
3 See Attfield, or Donald VanDeVeer People. Penguins, and Plastic Trees .
Wadsworth, 1986.
4
In applying TU, let us suppose that a choice of the Risky Policy would result in
a disaster in the further future.
5 Reasons and Persons
,
p. 385.
6 Reasons and Persons
, p 385.
7 Reasons and Persons
,
p. 385.
8 Reasons and Persons
,
p. 388.
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For example, Attfield appeals to the practical consequences sheer numbers of
people would have on the environment in attempting to take the "sting" out of the
Repugnant Conclusion
10
See Eric Kraemer "Working with the Repugnant Conclusion: Comments on
Moon's Attack on Attfield's Reply to Parfit".
11
Parfit may have made this error himself. See his discussion of the Mere
Addition Paradox.
12 One might wonder why the population of ten billion is stipulated in the
Repugnant Conclusion Parfit intends that this population corresponds to the "A"
population of the diagram (Reasons and Persons
, p 388). Following the Repugnant
Conclusion, Parfit distinguishes two kinds of impossibility, deep and technical A
situation is deeply impossible if it requires "a major change in the laws of nature,
including the laws of human nature"(Reasons and Persons
, p. 388). Sometimes when
this happens one is unable to imagine such an example. Parfit believes that if an
objection to a theory rests on a deep impossibility, then the obligation is no good. The
example given is Nozick's imaginary Utility Monster. Such a monster would gain far
more than anyone would lose ifwe redistributed resources to the monster. A totalistic
principle such as ITP suggests that "we all be sacrificed in the monster's maul, in order
to increase total utility. "(Reasons and Persons
, p. 389). Parfit responds that we cannot
imagine what such an entity would be like. "Nozick's appeal to his Monster is therefore
not a good objection to the Total Principle. We cannot test a moral principle by
applying it to a case which we cannot even imagine. "(Reasons and Persons , and
"Overpopulation" p 149). This example is a deep impossibility.
Parfit then goes on to argue that his utility monster, case Z, is not unimaginable.
We can conceive of a life that is only barely worth living. We need only imagine that
there are very many people living such lives. He does concede that we could not
actually face a choice between A and ZiReasons and Persons
, p.389) "but this would
be merely technically impossible." Nevertheless, such a case js a test for our moral
views. We need only imagine that resources were allocated in such a way that
everyone had only slightly more pleasure than pain, or happiness than misery, or that
the quality of life was so low that most any negative change in their lives would make it
a life that is not worth living. We can imagine this and since the impossibility is only
technical, we can use this example as a test of our moral principles.
This distinction is probably the reason behind the selection of ten billion people
for the population in case A. Parfit wants to avoid the objection to his view that one
can not even imagine the example. The world's current population is around 5 billion -
surely we can imagine there being twice as many people as currently exist. And we can
imagine them all being as happy as the happiest who currently exist. Parfit also
suggests that such a choice would show a case where three moral views agree (Reasons
and Persons
,
p.403-404).
13
It follows from totalism as I defined it that lives whose net utility levels are
positive are worth living. Those close to zero are barely worth living.
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This raises a related point - the possibility that totalism may require us to
prefer a smaller world with a higher average over a larger world with a lower average.
This possibility will be considered later
On Parfit s scale of value, a life that is worth ending has negative value, it is
worth not living". A life that is neither worth living nor worth ending is worth zero it
has no value.
16
Kraemer, p 5
Hurka, 1982, Parfit Reasons and Persons
, p 399.
18
Reasons and Persons
, p 406
19
This is suggested by Yew-Kwang Ng, who argues in a persuasive article that
the theory Parfit seeks can not exist due to the inconsistency in the requirements of the
theory (Ng, 1989, pp 242-44). In addition he presents an argument designed to
undermine the repugnancy of the Repugnant Conclusion He claims this conclusion "is
not really repugnant" (Ng, 1989, p.236) and is "not only acceptable but
compelling "(Ng, 1989, pp 242,236). He believes we shouldn't let the Repugnant
Conclusion put us off from accepting totalism.
20 Ng, 1989, p. 242.
21
In the only anthology devoted to the moral questions concerning future
generations, R. I Sikora contributed a paper about the wrongness of there being no
future people. "Is it Wrong to Prevent the Existence of Future Generations?" appeared in
Obligations to Future Generations
. In that paper, he presents what he calls the two major
objections facing average and totalistic utilitarian theories as they apply to future
generations He attempts to diminish the force of the Repugnant Conclusion objection in
three ways, thus making classical utilitarian theories more attractive. Responses presented
in parts 2.3.2 - 2.3.4 resemble responses based on these three views. He believes these
points show that the Repugnant Conclusion is tolerable, and something with which we
can live.
22
Attfield and Sikora are among those who use this approach.
23 Sikora and Barry, p. 1 18
24 Sikora and Barry, p. 1 1 7.
25 Sikora and Barry, pp.l 16-1 17.
26
Sikora and Barry, p. 1 17.
27
Sikora and Barry, p. 1 14.
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Sikora and Barry, p 1 19.
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9
Sikora and Barry, p. 1 1
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^
Sikora wntes that raising the total utility by increasing the population to many
times it s current size "is clearly out of the question for the world as a whole" S&B 119
Ng claims that points (1) and (4) show that this conclusion "is not really
repugnant" and is "not only acceptable but compelling" (Ng D89 236, 242).
3
' The second reason Ng gives for thinking that the Repugnant Conclusion isn't
repugnant is our "inability to understand the implication of large numbers." Ng finds
that even when people take an impartial stand point, they are unable to understand the
numbers involved. "Some people may find [L] inferior to [K] even from an impartial
view point because they fail to comprehend that the big difference in population size
more than offsets the decrease in average utility" Ng D89 242-3.
33 More importantly, it seems to me that neither (A) nor (D), even if true, is
sufficient to show that the Repugnant Conclusion is acceptable and compelling. Ng
seems to think that once we realize that we are making one of these mistakes, then the
Repugnant Conclusion is no longer objectionable but compelling. Totalism yields the
right results about population questions. The best population might be a huge
population at a very low standard of living. The only reason Ng seems to give to think
the Repugnant Conclusion is compelling is the assumption that some totalist
consequentialist theory is true. "They [those who make mistake (1)] may believe that,
since a life of 0.001 util is barely worth living, the tremendous population size of 1
billion billion cannot mean much. However, though 0.01 cent is a sum of money
barely worth having, if I obtain 0 01 cent from each of 1 billion billion individuals, my
wealth will be worth many times the GNP of the whole world!" Ng D89 243.
34
Dasgupta, 1988, p i 17.
35
Strangely enough, though both Ng and Dasgupta argue the Repugnant
Conclusion isn't really repugnant and should be welcomed, they both offer moral
theories that avoid the Repugnant Conclusion.
36
Dasgupta, 1988, p 117.
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Dasgupta, 1988, p. 107.
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Dasgupta, 1988, p. 111.
39
Dasgupta, 1988, p. 117.
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1 have used “just barely positive” to mean a life where the net utility level is
positive (and thus worth living) and a very small number.
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This is the convention followed in this area. Technically most mathematical
axiomatic systems entail that zero is the only number that is it’s own negative
As Phil Bricker has pointed out to me, one possible way to maintain that a life
can be worth living and have negative utility is to believe that there is a difference
between adding a life and taking one away. Adding a life with a negative value detracts
from the value of the world, but taking away a life having a negative value also reduces
the world’s value. A life would then be worth living in the global sense in that
removing the life would reduce the value of the world even though the value to the
person is negative As I later note, a complete view will show that the way a world
gets the way it is is relevant to determining it’s value.
43
Dasgupta does not address criticisms of his view, he might claim that he
presumes a distinction between personal and moral value. (Parfit Reasons and Persons,
p. 408-409, and Nagel, 1980) Personal value is the value a particular life has for the
person living that life. Moral value is the overall value of a particular outcome. We
might say that some lives are lived at such a low level that they do not improve the
overall moral value of the outcomes in which they live, even though those lives have
personal value to the people who live them
44
This view is much like an alternative considered by Parfit, the Valueless
Level, Reasons and Persons
, pp.412-413, criticisms pp. 414-417.
45
Anglin writes that the actual cost to others is somewhat greater than this (a
,001k net decrease in others), but it is still far less than k
46
Anglin, p. 75 1
.
47 Given certain conditions, the lawyer’s actions are also required by TU. EPO
also rests on this theory. Anglin 751, 753-4.
48
There are a number of ways in which "x for the sake of y" may be
understood. (1) Sometimes we say this when our motivation for doing x is to bring
about or help to bring about y. On this reading, what we mean when we say that the
Repugnant Conclusion advocates the production of a population for the sake of utility,
we mean that our motivation for creating some number of people is to bring about
utility. This cannot be the sense in which Anglin is using "for the sake of' because
nothing in conventional utilitarian moral theories makes any claim about how agents
should be motivated. The theories Anglin discusses do not appeal to motivation. (2)
Another possibility is this. Anglin explains that we should "produce utility for the sake
of a population" means that "one should not maximize happiness except in relation to
some already given population "Anglin p.749. This is something more than an
elucidation of "producing x for the sake of y." This suggests a moral theory much like
Jan Narveson's moral view which I shall present in chapter 6. (3) Another possibility is
that "producing x for the sake of y" might mean that we do x to provide an advantage
or benefit to y. It is important that y represents "a population" and is fixed, x is
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increased when possible If this relationship is applied to Anglin’s main complaint about
the Repugnant Conclusion, it doesn't make sense. "Producing a population for the sake
of utility" would mean that one creates a number of people to provide an advantage or
benefit to utility in general. In this case, one would be producing a certain, fixed
number of people in order to benefit utility. It is hard to understand what we mean by
producing x to benefit y" where y is not a person. I might say "I took a long, hot
shower for the sake of my plants," meaning that I expected my hot shower would raise
the level of humidity in my apartment, and my plants thrive on the humid air. Again, it
seems to me that this is a sensible statement if motivation is introduced I am
motivated into taking a shower by the consequence that humidity will increase, and this
benefits the plants which I enjoy so much. Without introducing motivation, "producing
x for the sake of y" makes no sense. Thus, I find this criticism of the Repugnant
Conclusion incoherent
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Attfield, Robin The Ethics of Environmental Concern (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1983). A Theory of Value and Obligation (London: Croom Helm, 1987).
"Population Policies and the value of People" in Philosophical Essays on Ideas of a
Good Society Creighton Peden and Yeager Hudson, eds. (Lewiston, New York: Edwin
Mellen Press, 1988) 191-201. See also "The Good of Trees," Journal of Value Inquiry
15, 35-54, 1981, "In Defense of the Ethics of Environmental Concern " Environmental
Ethics 7, 377-8, Winter 1985, "Work and the Human Essence" Journal of Applied
Philosophy 1, 141-150, March 1984.
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p. 25.
pp. 31,32.
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P 57.
p. 53.
p. 46.
p 48. This is defined as "free and creative productive activity,"
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Attfield, 1987, p. 62.
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as a human " Attfield, 1987,
6
~ Those things "necessary to live and live well
pp. 174, 65.
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Attfield, 1987, p. 63.
64
Attfield, 1987, p 63.
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Attfield, 1987, p. 7.
66
Attfield (1987) is vague about this, see pp.77-8
67 Some might think that my basic approach is too complex and inaccurate. Two
commentators have stated that Attfield's axiology is weighted so as to favor the
satisfaction of more basic human needs over the less basic. These authors seem to
derive this interpretation from Attfield's discussion of priorities between the satisfaction
of different needs. This seems to suggest that there is some constant, a weighing factor,
that is multiplied by the B, N, and W values for a population. The resulting products
are added to determine the Attfield value of a population. One version of this theory
might define the A-value ofP as follows A(P)=3B(P)+2N(P)+W(P). This approach
shows no promise of avoiding Parfit's objection, in fact, I think it can be shown that the
comparison between Z and A is far more objectionable on the weighted theory than on
the classical theory. Suppose the A population contains 100 people, B(A)= 10,000,
N(A)= 10,000 and W(A)= 10,000. On the unweighted theory, Z could contain 15,001
people and the total A-value could be given by B(Z)=3 0,002. On the weighted theory
specified above, A(A)=60,000, so the new-Z population could contain twice the
population of the old (unweighted) Z population, each at a level one-third of the "just
barely worth living" level in old Z. If you think that .Z is better than A is objectionable,
then the claim that new-Z is better than A must be far worse. For the weighted
approach, see the following reviews of TV+O: Bernard Mayo Philosophical Books 29,
53-55 Ja 88, and David O. Brink Philosophical Review 100(1), 140-8 Ja 91 See
Attfield, 1987, p. 174 for a passage supporting this interpretation
68
Attfield, 1987, p. 173.
69
Attfield, 1987, p. 95.
70 The theory Attfield advocates is "practice consequentialism" which is very
similar to Richard Brandt's utilitarianism. A precise formulation would be this:
PC: Act X is right for agent A to do iff i) practice P entails X, and P is
optimific, and the adoption of P by those in A's position is probable, or ii) if (i)
fails to obtain, then X causes at least as much net utility as any alternative open
to A as X does.
His presentation of this view is obscure. I have formulated ATU as an act
utilitarian theory for the following reasons. First, the only reason he prefers his theory
over act utilitarianism is that the latter does not take rights seriously (Attfield, 1987,
p. 147). Rights play no role in his response to Parfit's objection. Second, there are
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situations where alternatives are not entailed by any practice. In those cases we are to
use an act utilitarian theory. When he discusses the Repugnant Conclusion, he never
refers to a practice that avoids the objection, or compares practices to select an
optimific one. Thirdly, he often seems to be applying an act utilitarian theory, as he
does when discussing Jim and the Indians and B. Williams' case of George the
unemployed chemist. Attfield, 1987, p. 124-5. He writes "Agents, indeed, would seem
to be obligated, practices aside, to adopt whatever course of action makes the greatest
nontrivial difference which can be made to the optimizing of value through any of the
alternatives, including that of inaction, which are open to them." Attfield, 1987, p.125
71
Attfield claims that according to his value theory, lives deficient in most of
the features that can make life worth living would have a negative value. This would
seem to imply that lives become worth living when their value becomes positive. The
break even value would be zero. Unless life has negative value in itself, I don't see how
this could be true. The notion that an undeveloped life has negative intrinsic or extrinsic
value is implausible.
7
~ Multiply the size of the population in A by any integer greater than the
average in A divided by the average in Y.
73 A more fundamental objection might be that the approach I have mistakenly
attributed to Attfield evaluates acts over populations rather than individuals. For
example, the Attfield value of act A might be the sum of the B-values of the individuals
who exist on A, plus the N-values of those whose basic needs are met, plus the W-
values of those whose basic and non-basic needs are met. Both axiologies formulated in
this paper have counterparts where evaluations take place over individuals Though
there is some textual support for an individualized-approach (Attfield, 1987, pp.
160,161,166,173 Attfield, 1988, pp. 192,195), it shows no indication of being able to
avoid Parfit's objection nor would it support the redistribution of resources that Attfield
repeatedly supports
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See also "Population Policies and the
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"Thus in the transition [comparing A and Z] the blessings of life are shared
between existing and extra people, all ofwhom end up leading lives worth living, and
enjoying between them a greater share of 'whatever makes life worth living' . . . Thus
the Total Theory eludes the pitfalls of rival theories ..." Attfield, 1987, p 175.
102
Attfield, 1987, pp. 169,167. Attfield considers the following Parfitian cases
Lives at the Bad Level are those "gravely deficient in all of the features that can make
life worth living," lives at the Valueless Level are only slightly better, "lives deficient in
most of these features, perhaps." Attfield believes that the life of a Z-person has to be
better than this ( Attfield, 1987, pp. 168,9). A Restricted Life, one "significantly
deficient in one or more of the major respects that generally make human lives valuable
and worth living" can be well worth living (for example, the lives of the blind, Attfield,
1987, pp. 167-8). I infer that a Z-person has some development of about half of his
essential capacities.
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Attfield, 1987, p 51.
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CHAPTER 3
THE ABSURD CONCLUSION
Thus far we have examined and assessed a population problem that presents a
difficulty for totalistic axiologies. The problem is this: whatever state of affairs we
begin with, no matter how much utility is realized there, we can always find a bigger,
very low average alternative that is preferable to it. One solution is to embrace
averagism, but the objections to averagism seem daunting. 1 Perhaps the best response
is to admit that simple totalism is refuted by the objection, but this does not mean that
all versions of totalism are false. One presumption of RC5 seemed to be that the total
utility of a world is limitless. In particular, the total utility of the new, low average
world can be any quantity, no matter how large. If we modify totalism by limiting the
value of an outcome so that no alternative can have a value that is arbitrarily large,
perhaps the Repugnant Conclusion can be avoided. I shall explore this suggestion in
this chapter, and discuss the simple principle that this approach violates.
3.1 A More Complex Solution
The central intuition on this view is that there is a limit to the net utility of an
outcome. As outcomes become more and more valuable, a point is reached at which
increasing the total net utility does not make an outcome any better. We consider this
axiological approach because it seems to hold the promise of avoiding the Repugnant
Conclusion.
One way to make this adjustment is to put a limit on the net sum of utility in a
given period of time. Let us call this limit “L”. When the total utility is so large that it
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meets or surpasses L, adding to the total does not make the outcome any better. 2 We
shall call this approach Limited Totalism.
It seems to me that there are two ways that the limit possibility can be
interpreted. One is that the limit is the maximum net value that can be attributed to an
outcome from now on. That is, the given time period to reach L is infinite. I believe
that this is a mistake. One implication is that once the limit is reached, it makes no
difference what happens next. Suppose we plan a course of action for civilization, and
once L is reached we flip a coin to determine ifwe shall end the human race or not. If
there is a finite value that can be reached over an infinite period of time, it does not
metter what happens after L is attained. This seems profoundly counterintuitive to me.
It seems better to accumulate utility over a finite, stipulated time period This total is
added up until the L-level is reached It makes little difference if this period of time is
one year, 100 years or 1000 years. The number of intervals is unlimited, so that the
number of utility totals is unlimited as well.
This view is more complicated than totalism, but based on similar ideas. On
Limited Totalism, each interval of length n has a value associated with it. The interval
value is the same as the value that interval would have on totalism. We evaluate
alternatives by calculating the net value of the experiences that those who exist on the
alternative would have if the act were brought about. We begin at the first interval
<t0 , tn > This interval begins now, at t0 , and has a duration of length n. Then we
evaluate the second interval, < t
n,
tn+n >, and the third < t2n , t3n >, and so on. These
totals are the interval values (I-values) for an outcome. These values are summed to
get the number that represents the totalistic value (T-value) for an outcome. For
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intervals that meet or exceed L, L is used instead of I-value of that interval Thus, the
T-value of an outcome is not always the same as the sum of the interval values.
An interval value of outcome A, 1(A) =df the sum of the value(s) of all the
episodes of whatever makes life worth living that occur on A during interval
^
^xn > ^n(xH) ^ less the sum of the value(s) of all the episodes of whatever makes
life worth ending that occur on A during < t^, tn(x , 1) >.
Most outcomes have an infinite number of interval values, one for < t0 , tn >, one for
< K, t2n >, etc. If we let x range over all of the whole numbers, the sum of the interval
values is the same as the value that would be determined under totalism for the same
outcome. However, we distinguish this theory from conventional totalism by placing a
ceiling on the value an outcome could have over a given period of time. We shall
define the T-value in the following way.
T(A), the totalistic value of outcome A^ the sum of all the interval values less
than L that occur on A plus yL, where y is the number of all the intervals on A
for which I(A)>L or I(A)=L.
The T-value of an outcome is often different from the sum of the interval values of the
outcome. If a particular interval value exceeds L, the T-value is only increased by L.
When none of the interval values for an outcome exceeds L, then the evaluation of
conventional totalism and the T-value will be the same.
Limited Totalism: 1) For any outcome A, the value ofA is T(A). 2) For any
two outcomes A and B, A is better than B iff T(A)>T(B). 3) For any group of
alternative outcomes A, B, ... N, A is a best outcome iff there is no outcome X
such that T(X)>T(A).
To determine which of a set is the better alternative, we compare the T-values of the
alternatives. The better alternative has a greater T-value, and a best alternative is one
that has none better. These are the usual definitions of “better than” and “best
”
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A simple example will help to show how this axiology works. Imagine that
some years in the future the condition of the environment on earth is poor The
standard of living is mediocre, and the high population is putting a strain on dwindling
natural resources. Replacement synthetic resources have not been developed. NASA
receives a huge sum of money and is investigating ways to spend it. There are two
projects, only one of which could be funded One would result in several significant
populations on habitable planets and moons in our solar system For the residents of
these colonies, the first few years would be difficult, but given time everyone would be
much happier than the earth-based population In time, this outcome s I-values would
exceed L for every forseeable interval. The alternative is to assist in the production of
water for irrigation on earth Clean, fresh water is in short supply. This plan entails
moving icebergs to warmer climates and collecting the runoff. The T-value of this
alternative is twenty percent more than doing nothing. The value of doing nothing is
7L for each interval. The value of the outcome oh which water is collected is 84L for
each interval, and the value of placing populations on other planets is will come to L
for each interval. On Limited Totalism, the best outcome is populating other planets.
The T-value of that outcome exceeds the values of the others.
Limited Totalism is a neat theory with some implications that are difficult to
accept. One problem is this. Many people believe that the examples used to motivate
the Repugnant Conclusion are cases where the I-values exceed L. I do not agree with
this assertion from an empirical standpoint, and I believe that this view presumes an
improper understanding of the objection (RC5). However, there is a good point to be
made here. We need to be able to apply Limited Totalism to determine the better of
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two alternatives in cases where T-values are equivalent because their I-values are
greater than L for some intervals. There is a natural course of action in this case. It is
averagism. The examples we have used in this work seem to indicate that the total
utility of an outcome is important, and the average cannot be overlooked Perhaps the
best way to incorporate averagism is to use it to compare outcomes whose T-values
are equivalent.
We do not have to reconstruct Limited Totalism in order to accommodate these
comparative situations. We need only adjust the condition of “better than,” provision
(2). As it stands it reads
2) For any two outcomes A and B, A is better than B iff T(A)>T(B).
We need to compare average levels of utility when the T-values of the alternatives are
identical For this we can use A(x), the average level of utility of outcome x. This is
simply the sum of all of the I-values on x divided by the number of people who ever
exist if x is done. Note that this is the actual average of the outcome. It is not adjusted
by limiting the accumulated utility of an interval to the L-level for any interval.
Consider
2*) For any two outcomes A and B, A is better than B iff i) T(A)>T(B), or ii)
T(A) = T(B) and A(A)>A(B).
Ifwe replace (2) with (2*) in Limited Totalism, we get a theory we shall refer to as
Limited Totalism*, or LT*. Notice that we compare averages when the T-values of
any two alternatives are the same, even if all the I-values are less than L. This has the
result of making the theory more useful in more cases. Ifwe recall the comparisons
made as Parfit develops the objection, LT* seems plausible. Totalism implies that B is
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better than A, C is better than B, and Z is the best of all. For some pair of adjacent
alternatives, suppose it is C and D, we can imagine that T(C) < T(D), and in D the I-
values are at or exceed L for each interval This entails that D is better than C. What
result would we like to see in comparing D and E? We do not want E better than D,
nor do we want the axiology to imply they are equivalent, or that neither is better than
the other, as LT would have implied LT* entails that D is better than E. This is
because T(D) = T(E) and A(D)>A(E). This appears to be the right result in this case.
We seem to have made progress at avoiding the Repugnant Conclusion because D is
the best of the alternatives available
.
3
One concern with LT* is the problem presented when one compares
alternatives having identical averages and T-values. As it stands, LT* cannot call either
alternative better than the other. We should find a way to resolve comparisons like this
one
.
4 How shall it be done'? Given that we are past the point where adding utility will
improve an outcome, and the averages are the same, perhaps the better alternative is
the one with less disutility. Whatever it is one takes to be the morally valuable stuff in
one’s axiology, disutility is the opposite. The disutility for a hedonist is pain. For those
who seek happiness, unhappiness has disvalue. This is not a new entity, we are already
using this quantity in evaluating alternatives. As stated above, in determining the T-
number, we have been subtracting the sum of all values of the the episodes of disutility
from the sum of all the episodes of utility. Let us refer to the sum of the values of the
episodes of disutility as Td(A), A’s total disutility. It doesn’t seem to me that we
should limit the amount that adding pain to an outcome should make it worse, so I will
assume that there is no limit to the possible disvalue of an outcome. We shall use the
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total disutility to distinguish cases where the T-values surpass L and the averages are
identical.
2**) For any two outcomes A and B, A is better than B iff i) T(A)>T(B) or
ii) T(A) = T(B) and A(A)>A(B), or iii) T(A)=T(B) and A(A)=A(B) and
Td(A)<Td(B). 5
Since we have been adding the total disvalue of an outcome to the total value of an
outcome in the calculations to find T, I shall take Td(A) to be zero or negative by
definition. When (2**) is substituted for (2) in LT, the theory that results is LT**. 6
Consider the following simple example that illustrates LT**. A couple is faced
with a
choice. It is several generations in the future, and the population is several times larger
and happier than the world’s current population It promises to be that way for many
generations. The total sum of happiness will be beyond the limit at which greater
happiness would improve an outcome. This couple must choose between having one
child, and having triplets. On either outcome, eacfi person would enjoy a life worth
living. In terms of utility, each of the triplets would have the same life as the only child
would have, an acceptable balance of pleasure over pain Each child would be at the
average level of utility on the outcomes on which she exists.
We should be clear about what LT** implies about this case. We can label the
triplets outcome as “T” and the single child outcome as “S” T(S) = T(T) = L and
A(S) = A(T), so (i) and (ii) of (2**) are not satisfied The total utilities and the average
utilities are the same in each result. The difference between S and T is that there is
more disvalue in T than there is in S. Having triplets does not improve the T-value or
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the average levels of utility, but there is more disvalue associated with having the
triplets than having the single child S is better than T according to LT**.
Another interesting case to consider here is the case of the twins. A couple
must choose between having one child (S), and having twins, Pleasure and Pain (T)
Pleasure would experience just the pleasures that the only child would have had, and
Pain would experience only the pains that the only child would have had Only
Pleasure would have a life worth living. In this case, LT** implies that the worse
outcome is the one containing the twins. The total level of value is the same in each
case, as is the total level of disvalue. The difference lies in the average level. The same
utility is stretched across more people in the twins alternative, so S is better than T due
to (ii). For this reason, having one child would be better than having twins. This seems
to be the right result in this case.
My purpose above has been to formulate an axiology that uses the concept of a
limit on utility. Some people believe that the value of happiness or whatever makes life
worth living has reached its maximum
.
18 Many of those who don't believe this would
agree that the limit is surpassed by many of the imagined cases of large populations. In
order to explore the possibilities, I have tried to incorporate the limit concept into a
plausible approach. I have tried to appeal to uncontroversial principles that seem
true
.
19 The view may not be acceptable as it stands, but the point of the exercise is to
see what the consequences of such a view would be for population questions. Now we
shall consider the Absurd Conclusion.
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3.2 The Problem
The Absurd Conclusion20 shows another problem that is a difficulty for ethical
theories with respect to population problems. Some believe this objection is as strong
as the Repugnant Conclusion 21
The example on which the Absurd Conclusion is based resembles a previous
example. We begin with a population whose utility levels resemble the utility levels of
the world’s current population. 22 A population of this size and at this average level of
utility exists during interval <t0 , tn>. For the sake of simplicity, let’s say that everyone
is at the same level of utility. Let's call this population “P@”, and this alternative “A”
The interval is long enough and the levels of utility are high enough so that T(A) = L.
No one exists after t
n
. We compare this population to an imaginary population in two
other outcomes. The imaginary population is very large, and consists of n groups of 10
billion people, all ofwhom have a good quality of life. There is one unfortunate person
in each group of ten billion 23 This person suffers Through a life filled with pain. These
populations may not live on earth. They could live on other planets. I shall refer to
them as PI, P2, P3, up to Pn. Even though each group contains one unfortunate
person who suffers, it turns out that A(A) = A(P1) = A(P2) = A(P3 ) = . . . A(Pn). 24
We compare A with two alternatives, X and Y. On X, P@ exists during the
interval <t0 , tn>, but so do PI, P2, P3, ... Pn. Each group lives simultaneously, and no
one lives after t
n
. The populations that exist on the Y alternative are the same as those
on the X alternative, except the groups exist consecutively, not concurrently. On Y,
P@ exists over <t0 , tn>, PI exists over <tn , t2n >, P2 exists over <t2n , t3n >, up to Pn
which exists on <t
n *n ,
t (n+1)n >.
25 Table 1 summarizes the alternatives and populations.
112
Table 1. First Objection
Alternatives <t0> tn> ACO4-*V <t2n,t 3n > ••• <tx> L+ 1 >... <t1 n*n>
* (ml)n >
A P@
X P@,P1,P2,
...
. Pn
Y P@ PI P2 Px
. . . Pn
Let us carefully note the differences between these alternatives. In A, a
population resembling the world's actual population exists at the total level of utility we
enjoy at present, and it exists for one interval. No one lives thereafter. In X, P@ exists
on <t0 , tn> and at the same time many other groups of people exist, PI, P2, P3, ... Pn.
Each group contains 10 billion people, most at a good standard of living, and one
person who is miserable. No one exists after t
n
. In Y, P@ exists on <t0, tn>, then PI
exists on <tn, t2n> , and so on up to Pn. Which of A, X or Y is the best? The absurdity
lies in the following result. LT** entails that X is worse than A, and Y is significantly
better than A. Y is the best outcome. 26
X is worse than A due to the way limits and disvalue are used in evaluating
outcomes. The T-value of x is L. The T-value ofP@ is L, and A(x) = A(A).
However there is far more disvalue in X than there is in P@. Each of the population
groups PI, P2, P3, . . . Pn has a member who suffers through a miserable life, so A is
better than X because Td(A) < Td(X). Clearly Y will be the best outcome of all since
T(Y) = (n+l)L, and T(A)=L. So, Y is better than A which is better than X. This is the
case even though Y and X have exactly the same numbers of people at the same levels
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Of utility, and the A population is a subset of the X population. It is easy to imagine
that a population that is a subset might be better or worse off than the larger group
from which it is drawn, but not both. The absurdity lies in the result that Y is better
than X and the only difference between X and Y is when lives are lived. 27
I believe the objection is fundamentally simple and elegant. The only difference
between X and Y is when people live - the number of people who would exist on each
alternative is the same, and the quality of their lives is also identical. There is no reason
why X and Y should have different moral evaluations.
At the beginning of this project I introduced as one of my basic notions the idea
that an act’s disutility can occur now or in the distant future. I argued against a social
discount rate for this reason Suppose we fail to clean our campsite today, and a child
cuts her foot on our garbage. The disutility is the same if the injury occurs tomorrow,
or in 100 years. The difference in time should not make a difference to the disvalue
found in the consequence. If the populations that would follow from two alternatives
are identical in numbers and quality, there should not be a difference in the value
assigned to the alternatives. Any theory whose evaluation of such alternatives is
different can be rejected
What exactly is the Absurd Conclusion? The most direct way to make the point
is through the implication that Y is better than X. It is absurd that two outcomes
should have different evaluations when the same number of people will exist on each
outcome with the very same quality of life. We should reject this view. This objection
can be formally presented much like the RC.
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AC1:
1 If Limited Totalism** is true, then Y is better than X.
2. It is not the case that Y is better than X.
3. Therefore, Limited Totalism** is not true.
Given the discussion presented above, the reasoning behind each step in this argument
should be clear.
There is a deeper point to be gathered from this objection. 28 One is that a
rearrangement in time ofwhen people live should not change the value of an outcome
Two outcomes whose populations are the same size and have identical distributions of
utility levels should have the same moral evaluations.
We can formalize this suggestion. Let us say that alternatives a and b are
isomorphic if and only if there is a one-to-one correspondence from the people who
exist if a occurs to the people who exist if b occurs. This means that each member of
P(a) can be mapped onto exactly one member of P(b), and each member of P(b) is
mapped by exactly one member of P(a) No one is mapped twice, or left out. This is
not so interesting. There are many isomorphisms between any two outcomes on which
the same number of people ever live. An isomorphism is qualitatively isomorphic if and
only if the utility level of each individual is preserved under the correspondence.
Suppose an isomorphism connects individuals a5 and b 17 . The isomorphism is a
qualitative isomorphism ifthe lifetime utility level of a 5 is the same as the lifetime utility
level of b 17 , and all correspondences of the isomorphism preserve net lifetime utility
levels. Populations A and B are qualitatively isomorphic if there is at least one
correspondence such that every a person is mapped to a b person at the same level of
utility.
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By appealing to the concept of a qualitative isomorphism, I believe a stronger
argument is available. 29
AC2 ;
1 If Limited Totalism** is true, then a pair of qualitatively isomorphic
alternatives can have different axiological evaluations.
2 Qualitatively isomorphic alternatives can not have different axiological
evaluations.
3. Therefore, Limited Totalism** is not true.
The technical concepts in this argument follow from the previous discussion.
Qualitatively isomorphic alternatives are alternatives whose populations have at least
one utility preserving isomorphism between them.
This is the objection known as the Absurd Conclusion It appears that we
cannot put a limit on the net positive utility in a given period If we do so, we have to
distinguish between alternatives when it seems that there is no good reason to do so. If
the individuals who exist on two outcomes are identical in quantity and lifetime utility
levels, we should not differentiate between the two outcomes. Since we cannot limit
the value30 accumulated in a given interval, we need to seek another solution to these
puzzles that does not put a limit on value I believe that the point made by the Absurd
Conclusion is sound.
3.3 Summary
In this chapter I have explored the possibility that we could solve some
population problems by putting a limit on the net utility of an outcome over a finite
period of time. The approach appeared promising, but it seems that at least some of
these views fall to a simple objection known as the Absurd Conclusion The idea here
is this. If the individuals on one outcome can be matched one-for-one with the
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members of another outcome’s population, and each matching preserves utility levels,
then those two outcomes should have the same moral evaluation. Since our version of
Limited Totalism suffered from this objection, we need to look elsewhere to find a
good theory for evaluating populations.
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Endnotes
1 See Hurka and Hudson on this point.
Parfit calls this the Limited Quantity View: It will be worse if, during any
period, there is a smaller net sum of happiness than there might have been, or a smaller
net sum of whatever makes life worth living, unless this smaller sum is above a certain
limit Reasons and Persons
, p 404.
3 Note that LT* might imply that Z is better than A. This will be true if
T(A)<L
4
It could turn out that two outcomes could have the same T-values and
averages, yet one outcome could bring considerably more suffering to those who exist
there than a different outcome. Those outcomes should not have the same values.
5
Parfit distinguishes between kinds of disvalue, what he calls compensated and
uncompensated suffering Compensated suffering is suffering in a life worth living
Uncompensated suffering is suffering experienced in a life that is not worth living. All
of the latter and the compensated suffering experienced by previously existing people
that could have been avoided are added to get what I refer to as the total suffering level
of an outcome. See Reasons and Persons
,
p.408.
6
1 could have resolved this problem by an appeal to utility rather than disutility,
however I fear that would send us back on the road to totalism and the Repugnant
Conclusion
7
Reasons and Persons
, pp 404, 402.
8
Parfit claims about the Two-Level Quality View "I believe that most of us
would accept this view." Reasons and Persons
, p. 404.
9
Parfit considers a different axiology that places a limit on the total net utility of
an outcome I refer to this view as the Revised Complex View (Reasons and Persons ,
pp. 407, 409, 410.)
Alternative x is better then alternative Y iff 1) for every period of time, the
total net utility of x is greater than the total net utility of y, and at least one of
the totals is below L, or if 2) for every period of time, the total net utility of x
equals the total net utility of y or 3) for every period of time, both total net
utility levels exceed L, then x is better than y according to the Two-Level
Quality and Suffering Test.
The Two-Level Quality and Suffering Test: Alternative x is better than
alternative y iff 4) all those who live if x occurs have a higher quality of life than
all those who live if y occurs and 5) S(x) is less than S(y), or 6) if only (4) or
(5) is true, the moral difference made by the true provision outweighs the moral
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difference made by the false provision.
There are some great advantages to my theory over Parfit’s Revised Complex View
Parfit s view does not meet the simplest requirements a moral theory must meet
Consider the Two-Level Quality View. It seldom actually happens that those who
would live if an act were done would all be worse off than all those who would have
lved ( Reasons and Persons
,
p.405). The same is true of the Limited Quantity View
As I understand it, one alternative will be better than another if, during every period of
time, the total net sum of utility on that alternative is greater than the net sum of utility
that would occur if the other alternative were done (provided the lower of the two
totals is less than L) Again, it seldom happens that, for every time interval, one
alternative has a greater net sum of utility than another. Available alternatives do not
often result in utility levels that are so clear cut.
10 Namely Parfit.
" Reasons and Persons
, p. 409.
12
Parfit describes the life of the unfortunate person this way. “[He] is so
diseased that he never develops, lives for only a few years, and suffers pain that cannot
wholly be relieved.” Reasons and Persons
, p. 409.
13
This example is modestly different from Parfit’s. One reason why this is so is
that my version of Limited Totalism is different from his On Parfit’s version, A(Pn) >
A(Pa) for all n.
14
Parfit writes "We can suppose that, in both these outcomes [in X and Y], Ml
the lives that are ever lived would be both in number in quality, identical ." Reasons and
Persons
, p 41 1 The difference between X and Y is in when people live.
15
Parfit’s version is as follows.
The Absurd Conclusion: On our view [The Complex View], the first outcome
[X] would be very bad, much worse than if there were none of these extra
future people [A], The first would be very bad and the second [Y] very good
even though, in both outcomes, there would be the very same number of extra
future people, with the very same high quality of life for all except the
unfortunate one in each ten billion. (Reasons and Persons p 41 1.)
16
Parfit finds this conclusion unacceptable, "This conclusion may not be
ridiculous. But the absurdity is not much less." Reasons and Persons p. 411.
17
Parfit believes that the significance of the objection is that we have to
abandon asymmetries in evaluating the quantities of value of an outcome. Reasons and
Persons
, p. 411-412. We cannot limit the positive value of an outcome, and not then
not put a limit on the disvalue of an outcome. LT** is an example of an asymmetric
axiology - an axiology in which there is a limit on at most one quantity, either the utility
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of an outcome, or the disvalue of an outcome. It seems to me that this is a hasty
conclusion. There are many ways that an asymmetric axiology could be formulated,
and it is not clear that the example supports the conclusion that all asymmetric
axiologies are unacceptable.
18
1 do not present AC2 as the objection because I am not convinced that this is
Parfifs argument. Following the passage cited at the end of page 57, Parfit writes
There is one way in which a difference in timing might make a moral difference.
Inequality within one generation may be worse than inequality between different
generations. But, in the two outcomes we are considering, the inequality would
be the same. Reasons and Persons p. 411.
So it seems possible that there could be a pair of qualitatively isomorphic alternatives
that were not morally equivalent. One way to do this might be to redistribute some of
the miserable people of Pa in Y into the populations PI, P2, etc. If this increases the
disutility due to the inequality of PI and P2, then it might turn out that X and Y are not
morally equivalent. This would require some kind of evaluation of the inequality of an
outcome.
19
Reasons and Persons p. 406.
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CHAPTER 4
THE MERE ADDITION PROBLEM
I argued in Chapter 2 that the Repugnant Conclusion is a serious problem for
totalistic axiologies. I considered and rejected a number of views that imply that the
low average alternative is better than the high average alternative, and that this is not
repugnant An alternative route to avoiding the Repugnant Conclusion is to reject the
notion that the low average alternative is better than the high average alternative The
Mere Addition Problem is an objection to those views that hold that the low average
world is worse than the high average alternative.
4. 1 The Problem
The Mere Addition Paradox can most clearly be understood in the following
way. 1 Recall that to illustrate the Repugnant Conclusion we compared the values of
outcomes A, B, C, down to Z. The objection depends on the intuition that it is not
true that a very low average alternative is better than a less populous alternative with a
higher average. Suppose some axiology shows that it is false that Z is better than A. It
is natural to conclude that there is some nearest pair of alternatives, A and B, F and G,
or M and N, where the more populous alternative is worse than the less populous
alternative with the higher average. Let us assume that this occurs between alternatives
A and B 2 Though B has twice as many people as A and the average level of utility is
more than half that of A, if other conditions are satisfied, several views would imply
that B is worse than A.
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Figure 8. The Case of Mere Addition
A
Given outcomes A and B, we need only consider A+ to establish the three
claims and present the argument. A+ is like A. It has a group of people equally as large
and as well-off as the A group, plus there is a group of extra people. 3 The extra people
are not as well off as the A group, but they have lives that are worth living and they do
not adversely affect the better off group. In fact, neither group knows that the other
group exists. The other restriction is that the average level of utility in A+ is less than
the average level of utility in B, and the total utility ofA+ is less than the total utility in
B. It is not hard to imagine a group satisfying these conditions. The three populations
are diagramed in figure 8.
This argument establishing the paradox can be rendered the following way:
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The Paradoxical Argument (PA)
1 A+ is not worse than A.
2. B is better than A+.
3
.
If ( 1 ) and (2), then B is better than A.
4. Therefore, B is better than A
It seems clear that A+ is not worse than A The obvious objection to the claim
that A+ is worse than A would be based on equality. It may seem to be a bad feature
of A+ that the two groups exist at differing levels of utility. However, neither group
knows that the other group exists The below average group in A+ is not being
unjustly punished or deprived of pleasures they used to enjoy. Unbeknownst to them,
there happens to be another group that is much better oft. Considering these factors, it
seems that A+ is not worse than A B is better than A+. The average in B is greater
than that in A+. Totalists and averagists would have to agree that B is better than A+.
Now, if B is better than A+, which is not worse than A, then clearly B must be better
than A.
This argument is formally valid. 4 B is better than something that is not worse
than A 5 It follows that B is better than A The problem is that this argument
establishes a contradiction We began with B and A because this was the pair of
adjacent alternatives where B was worse than A. (4) contradicts our initial assumption
Another way of looking at the problem is to say that we have a set of three
statements. Each statement seems true, yet they cannot all be true. The set is
inconsistent.
51. A+ is not worse than A.
52. B is better than A+.
53. B is worse than A.
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The most doubtful claim of the set is the claim that A+ is no. worse than A
First we should be clear about the claim being made The instance of the extra people
m A+ is known by a number of different names in the literature ‘ Part',, calls i, "Mere
Addition"
,
' JI
h
r
n
’
m °ftW° ou,comes
>
tl'ere exist extra people (1) who have livesOrth living (2) who affect no one else, and (3) whose existence does notinvolve social injustice. 7
It is important to note that the extra people in A+ are not slaves or jesters for the best
off group. The groups in A+ are unaware of each other's existence, and no one is to
blame for the fact that the worse off group is so badly off, relatively speaking
.
1
The reasons for rejecting SI do not seem to be good ones Those who believe
m an average axiological principle would reject SI, but we have many reasons to reject
averagism 9 Another route to rejecting SI is to claim that the inequality in A+ makes it
worse than A 10 Many philosophers believe that because of the way that the inequality
is brought about, that A+ is not worse than A 11
.
The second claim of the three that make up the Mere Addition Paradox that I
will consider is the view that B is better than A+. The average in B is greater than the
average in A+. There is greater total utility in B than in A+. Averagists and totalists
would have to agree that B is better than A+. There does seem to be a serious problem
here. We have three acceptable beliefs, yet these three beliefs cannot consistently be
believed
.
12
In this section I have sketched another puzzle that appears to be a difficulty for
views that solve the Repugnant Conclusion, This problem is the Mere Addition
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Paradox. The problem concerns an inconsistency of a set of beliefs about the values of
different populations of people. In the following sections I will consider and reject a
possible solution, and at the end of the chapter I will introduce an axiology on which
there is no problem
4.2 Definitions
Once one gets a grasp of the problem, I believe that the Mere Addition Paradox
is a problem that is less complicated than it appears. In the last section, I presented as
accurately as possible the problem as I see it. Before proceeding in the following
sections with objections and evaluations, I will take the time here to define some crucial
terms and explain a principle.
The premises and conclusion in the argument establishing the Mere Addition
Paradox depend on axiological comparisons being made between two outcomes. The
relevant comparative terms are "better than", "the same as", "at least as good as",
worse than
,
and at least as bad as" Before evaluating these arguments, it would be
helpful to know exactly what these terms mean. It is natural to define them in terms of
one another. One way to do this is as follows. 13
D1 X is equal in value to y iff the total utility of situation x is equal to the total
utility of situation y.
D2. X is at least as good as y iff x is equal in value to y or the total utility of
situation x is greater than the total utility of situation y.
D3. X is better than y iff x is at least as good as y and it is false that y is at least
as good as x.
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D4. X is worse than y iffy is better than x.
D5. X is at least as bad as y iff y is at least as good as x.
I will understand "as good as", "as bad as", and "equal in value to" as we normally
understand them. In this context the expression "x is the same as y" is usually
understood to mean that outcome x, if it occurred, is equal in value to outcome y, if it
were to occur.
The definitions given above seem obvious. It also seems obvious that the
relation "better than" is transitive. A relation R is transitive if and only if for all x, y, and
z, if x is R-related to y and y is R-related to Z, then x is R-related to z. There are many
ways in which two entities can be compared, so we have to be cautious when we
conclude anything from the idea that “better than” is transitive. For example, if John is
a better gardener than Joe, and Joe is a better philosopher than Mary, we can conclude
nothing about any relation between John and Mary. We have to be certain that we
compare x and y using the same concept. I suggest that we use the expression “c-
better than” to mean that x is better than y with respect to concept c. The concept
denoted by the c must remain constant or we run the risk of equivocating.
The idea that "better than" is transitive may be summarized as follows.
T: For all x, y, and z, if x is c-better than y and y is c-better than z, then x is c-
better than z.
It seems that the relations defined in D 1-5 are all transitive. 14
It will be helpful to define another principle that seems rather obvious.
S: For all x, y, and z, if x is c-equal to y and y is c-related to z, then x is c-
related to z.
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Again, the same relation c must be used for all comparisons in S. The comparison
being made in the second part of the antecedent must be one of the relations defined in
Dl-5 above. The same comparative term must be used in the consequent of S. As an
example, the idea behind S is that if x and y are the same in terms of c, and y is worse
than z with respect to c, then we can exchange x for y and draw the conclusion that x
is c-worse than z.
T and S, when combined with Dl-5, yield a number of useful and unsurprising
corollaries.
Cl For all x, y, and z, if x is c-at least as good as y and y is c-at least as good
as z, then x is c-at least as good as z.
C2 For all x, y, and z, if x is c-better than y and y is c-at least as good as z
then x is c-better than z.
C3 For all x, y, and z, if x is c-better than y and y is not c-worse than z, then x
is not c-worse than z.
These corollaries follow directly from the definitions given. Cl follows from T and D3,
and is the claim that "at least as good as" is transitive. C2 follows from T and S and
D2. Ifwe believe that "is not worse than" is the same as "at least as good as", C3
follows from C2.
An important part of the Mere Addition Paradox is a principle that I will call the
Mere Addition Principle (MAP). This is the principle behind the claim that A+ is not
worse than A.
As indicated in the previous section, we have an instance of mere addition when
we have two outcomes, one of which contains a group of extra people who have lives
./
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worth living.
There is Mere Addition when, in one oftwo outcomes, there exist extra people
( ) who have lives worth living, (2) who affect no one else, and (3) whose
existence does not involve social injustice. 15
The Mere Addition Principle can be formulated in the following way.
MAP: For any two outcomes ol and o2 where o2 is related to ol by mere
addition, o2 is not worse than ol.
What is meant by the phrase "o2 is related to ol by mere addition" should be clear. A
subset of the o2 population must have lives that are equal in value to the ol population,
and the others who exist in o2 are extra people. The extra people have lives worth
living, they affect no one else, and their existence does not involve social injustice. 16
In this section I have defined some important terms and corollaries, and
formulated a principle crucial to the mere addition paradox. Next I will re-examine the
argument for the paradox and present and evaluate some objections.
4.3 The Paradox Revisited
In this section I will consider some possible responses to the objection
presented. One of those is from Parfit.
Earlier I formulated the objection in the following way.
The Paradoxical ArRument (PA)
1
.
A+ is not worse than A.
2. B is better than A+.
3. If (1) and (2), then B is better than A.
4. Therefore, B is better than A.
(1) and (2) are commonly held beliefs about how outcomes compare. (3) is an instance
of C3 . If (1) is true, then A+ is at least as good as A. This means A+ is equal in value
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to A or A+ is more valuable than A. In the first case (3) is true by S, in the second case,
(3) is true by T. The significance of (4) is that is contradicts the assumption that A is
better than B We assumed this because we supposed that we had devised an axiology
that did not entail that Z was better than A. B is worse than A is false if and only ifA
and B are the same, or B is better than A In this case, it is the latter claim that is
established. Either way, if our intuitions lead us to believe that all three claims of the
mere addition paradox are true, then we do have a genuine paradox to resolve 17
.
One response might be that this is not a genuine paradox. One might argue that
we are comparing outcomes in different ways, perhaps using different moral principles,
so that in fact the consequent of (3) does not follow from (1) and (2). An analogy
might be the following argument. Suppose Mary is a better person than Joe, and Joe is
not a worse philosopher than John Does it follow that Mary is a better person than
John7 No. The first and last claims are similar "better than" relations. The second claim
is more restricted. Unless we adopted some unusual concepts, this argument would be
fallacious.
(1) might be the claim that with respect to inequality, A+ is not worse than A.
Since utility is not evenly distributed amongst the members of A+, A+ might appear
worse than A with respect to inequality. (2) might be the claim that, all things
considered, B is better than A+. 18 Ifwe render these comparisons as “not i-worse
than” and “a-better than” respectively, one reading of the paradoxical argument is this:
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PA'
1 . A+ is not i-worse than A.
2
. B is a-better than A+.
3 If (1) and (2), then B is a-better than A.
4. Therefore, B is a-better than A.
If this analysis is true, this would show that the argument is not valid The
consequent of (3) does not follow from (1) and (2). We cannot make an all things
considered comparison of B with A given a limited comparison ofA+ with A
It seems to me that the problem is deeper than this We have been comparing
the values of three outcomes, we have not implicitly been appealing to different
concepts or features of the outcomes. These are overall, all things considered
comparisons.
Parfit s response to the Mere Addition Paradox is that we believe we are
drawing precise comparisons where only rough comparability is possible. He presents
the following analogy.
Consider three candidates for some literary prize, one Novelist and two Poets.
We might claim, of the novelist and the First Poet, that neither is worse than the
other. This would not be claiming that these two cannot be compared It would
be asserting rough comparability
.
. . Suppose next that we judge the Second
Poet to be slightly better than the First. (When we are comparing two poets, are
judgements can be less rough.) Does this judgement force us to conclude either
that the Second Poet is better than the Novelist, or that the first is worse? It
does not. 19
On this view, there is no inconsistency in claiming that the second poet is better than
the first, yet neither is better than the novelist. We can precisely compare the poets,
but only roughly compare the novelist to either poet. 20 The significance of this is that
A+ and A are only roughly comparable. When the conditions of rough comparability
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hold, "not worse than" is not equivalent to the precise comparison "at least as good
as",
21
Apparently this means that Parfit would reject the implication in (3) of the
Paradoxical Argument. (1) is a claim about the rough comparability of A+ and A, (2)
is a more precise comparison ofB with A+. (1) and (2) do not entail the precise
comparison ‘ B is better than A”, only the rough notion that B is “not worse than A”.
(3) is false. “B is not worse than A” is the strongest conclusion that we can justifiably
reach. The result is that "worse than”, like "better than", is transitive. "Not worse than”
presumes only rough comparability and is not transitive. 22
I believe that Parfit is right that in some cases rough comparability is the most
tor which we can hope 23 Aesthetic comparisons are a good example. No matter how
much we knew or might learn about art, there is no way in principle that we could
determine which of Van Gogh or Rembrandt is the better artist, or if they were exactly
equally as great. A similar relationship holds for some pairs of philosophers. 24 Is the
same kind of comparison being made in cases of Mere Addition? I do not think so.
For Parfit s response to be a good one, it has to follow that if inequality is a
feature of an outcome produced by mere addition, then we can no longer compare
outcomes. Perhaps A+ can be precisely compared to some outcomes, but we are
unable to precisely compare A+ and A. This does not make sense to me. I do not see
any reason to believe that we know enough to accurately compare B to A, but there is
no way in principle that we can precisely compare A with A+ or B with A+. We are
not comparing works of art or great philosophers, but populations that are fully
described by size and utility levels. I believe Parfit’s analogy fails in this kind of case. 25
.1
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4 4 Jhe Nonexistence of Theory X
Considerable effort has been placed on the attempt to find a theory that solves
some population puzzles. Among the requirements for a satisfactory theory are that it
entails the Mere Addition Principle (MAP) and that it avoids the Repugnant
Conclusion. In this section I will attempt to show that no theory can do this. I intend
to show that one of the requirements for this theory, dubbed Theory X, when combined
with an uncontroversial assumption, entails that the other requirement cannot be met.
The Mere Addition Principle is the claim that ifwe add any number of people or
groups of people at any positive level of utility to an existing group of people, the
enlarged outcome is no worse than the original, provided the conditions of mere
addition are met. This is so even if the extra people live lives that are just barely worth
living. This does not mean that any act of mere addition is right. The point ofMAP is
axiological not normative. The value of the alternative with the extra people is not
worse than not adding them. Whether or not a given instance ofMere Addition is right
is a different question.
Two criteria for Theory X are that it entails MAP, and it does not imply the
Repugnant Conclusion We have to deny the fact that a very very large world, the lives
ofwhose members are just barely worth living would be better than a smaller world at
a higher average. This seems contradictory. If no number of people living at a very low
standard could be better than a smaller, high quality world, how could adding a
population at that low level not reduce the value of a population at a high quality?
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There does seem to be a problem, but the contradiction is not yet clear. One of
the obstacles is that when a population is increased by mere addition, two groups result
that could be at two levels of utility. In the Repugnant Conclusion, each outcome is
qualitatively homogeneous. We need a principle that will allow us to compare
qualitatively homogeneous situations to situations in which more than one utility level
is present. The following distinction will prove useful
Equality in utility levels is thought by many to be a good thing People have
differing views about the disvalue of inequality. For example, some might say that the
value of an outcome is determined by how well off the worst-off group is. 26 Elitist
views might claim that it is the level of the best off people that determines the value of
an outcome. 27 On reflection, most of us would prefer a position that is a middle ground
between these two extreme views. Consider the following alternatives. In P, we have
two equally sized groups, one at a utility level of 120, the other at a level of 80. In Q,
we have the same number of people, all at a level of 100. The mathematical average of
the outcomes is the same, at 100 units. Yet most people find inequality to be a bad
thing, and would want to claim that P is worse than Q.
One way to do this is to appeal to the concept of a "moral average". For any
outcome with populations at various utility levels, the moral average is the level at
which, were everyone at that level, the value of this outcome would be the same as the
value of the alternative under the original distribution of utilities. I refer to this as the
moral average because this is the level is not necessarily the mathematical average or
the average that averagism would determine.
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The two extreme views on equality would yield different moral averages in the
case ofP I think most people would agree that the moral average ofQ is 100 If the
value of an outcome is determined by how well the worst off fare, then the moral
average of P is 80. This would seem to entail that P is worse than Q. The have the
same number of people and the moral average of P is less than the moral average of Q.
For someone who believes that the level of the best off people is the moral average of
an outcome, then the moral average of P is 120, and P seems to be better than Q Most
people would claim that the moral average of P is somewhat less than 100, so P is
worse than Q. It seems intuitive to me that the moral average should fall somewhere
between the extreme views discussed here, and most likely below the mathematical
average. Given no other information, it is natural to think that qualitatively
homogeneous outcomes have identical mathematical and moral averages As
disparities between groups develop, the moral average will drops below the
mathematical average.
We can formulate this as the Axiom of Moral Averages.
AMA: For any distribution of utility over a population on a given outcome,
there exists a level of utility such that, if everyone were at that level, then the
value of the outcome would be the same as the value of the alternative on the
original distribution of utilities. This level is the moral average.
It is important to note that there is no necessary connection between the mathematical
average and the moral average. As illustrated, two alternatives could have the same
mathematical averages and different moral averages, and two alternatives could have
the same moral averages and different mathematical averages. Outcome R could have
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one group at a level of 130, and a second group twice as large at 90 units of utility.
Though the mathematical average for R is higher than the average for Q, R and Q
could reasonably be thought to have the same moral average
Appealing to AMA makes it easy to compare outcome with unequal or non-
homogeneous populations. For example, imagine that populations PI and P2 are
equally large and neither is homogeneous To compare the populations, we need only
compare their moral averages Averagists and totalists would have to agree that the
better outcome is the one with the higher moral average. 28
Now we can consider the argument that theory X does not exist. Two
requirements of the theory are 1) it entails the Mere Addition Principle, and 2) that it
should avoid the Repugnant Conclusion It does not worsen a population to add
people at a new lower level provided the requirements of mere addition are met. Also,
it should not be the case that we can always outweigh a loss in the average level of by
adding a sufficient number of people at a very low" level.
Suppose we begin with a population resembling the A population used to
illustrate the Repugnant Conclusion. Consider figure 9. The average level of utility is
U(A). By MAP, we can add to this group any number of people at a lower level
provided they do not adversely affect the level of the A population and they have lives
that are worth living. The new group can be at a much lower level than the original A
group. Let's call the A group plus the extra people the A+ group Suppose there are
many extra people, many times the original population of A. Their utility level is very,
very low. Now consider Z. Z has as many people as A+, and the utility level ofZ is
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Figure 9. MAP, AMA and the Repugnant Conclusion
A+
homogeneous and identical to the mathematical average of A+. According to MAP,
A+ is not worse than A. Now the mathematical averages of A+ and Z are the same.
According to AMA, there is a moral average for A+, and it appears to be slightly less
than the mathematical average of A+. 29 In Z there is no reason to think that the moral
average is any different than the mathematical average. It seems clear that Z is better
than A+. Provided the extra people in A+ live lives that are of a sufficiently low
quality, Z will be better than A+. For any large quantity of people and low average of
Z, we can determine an extra group that, if added to A, would yield the result that Z is
better than A.
I believe this demonstrates the inconsistency in the requirement for the
mysterious Theory X. A+ is not worse than A (by MAP), Z is better than A+, so it
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follows that Z is better than A (the Repugnant Conclusion). If MAP and AMA are
true, then there is a much larger imaginable population whose existence would be better
than a small, high quality population even though those individuals in the larger
population have lives that are just barely worth living. MAP and AMA imply the
Repugnant Conclusion
The argument for the impossibility of Theory X is straightforward. One pair of
requirements for Theory X is that it entail the Mere Addition Principle and not entail
the Repugnant Conclusion. What I have just shown is that MAP plus AMA imply the
Repugnant Conclusion AMA seems highly plausible. If I am correct, then there are
two possibilities. Either Theory X does not exist, or Theory X exists and violates
AMA. Neither of these is an attractive alternative. The first is problematic since no
theory could exist that solved the two population puzzles. The second implies that if
such a theory does exist, one of its axiological characteristics is that on certain
distributions of utility, there is no uniform level of utility for that population at which it
would be as valuable as the original distribution. This, it seems to me, is a profoundly
counterintuitive result. There may be instances where, by appealing to the concept of a
just distribution, we might prefer an unequal allocation of utilities. However, do we
want to accept the claim that sometimes there is no uniform level of utility that would
be just as good the unequal distribution? I do not believe so. It seems to me that for
any unequal distribution there must be some level that would be just as good as the
original distribution.
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4.5 Summary
In this chapter I have presented the Mere Addition Paradox. This paradox
concerned a problem of organizing three different populations from better to worse.
Derek Parfit's proposed solution of the problem, that "not worse than" is not transitive
is problematic. On this view, there would be no genuine paradox, but there would also
be situations without a best outcome. In some cases we could only compare pairs of
outcomes, and we may or may not be able to conclude which of a set of alternatives
containing more than three members would be the best. I believe that this is an
unacceptable result In addition, I argued that a theory that solves two of the
population problems I have indicated does not exist. In the following chapter I
consider the most popular kind of utilitarian moral theory, so-called person affecting
utilitarianism In chapter seven I present and explain my axiological approach and
show how that view solves the problems I have presented. I argue that this is the best
available axiological view for a consequentialist concerned about populations to hold.
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Endnotes
1
1 have departed from Parfit's approach on this problem in order to brine outthe significance of the problem and to develop the difficulty more naturally I have alsoeliminated the case of Divided B for the sake of simplicity.
2
Parfit argues in an article that appeared after Reasons and Persons that this is
EMraby
'PetrSiW
6171^^68 ^ d ' StinCti°n sh°Llld be drawn See Practical
In Parfit s view, the number of extra people in A+ is the same as number ofpeople in A. This need not be true. For the objection to work, there need to be
enough extra people at the appropriate level so that the average level of utility in A+ is
less than the average level of utility in B, and the total in A+ is less than the total of B
4 The validity here depends on the meaning of “better than” and not solely on
the structure of the argument. I am indebted to Phil Bricker for this point
Parfit gives two reasons for thinking that B is worse than A The first
approach is an appeal to the Valueless Level. This level is an average level of utility
below which quantity does not count. This approach is a way of altering a totalistic
Axiology. Suppose our unit of measurement is a "util”, and we believe the valueless
level is 100 utils per lifetime. The value of any life lived at that level or above would be
added to the net utility of any outcome on which that life is lived. The utility of any life
lived below 100 utils would not be added to the total net utility of an outcome. This
approach avoids the Repugnant Conclusion, provided the Valueless Level is
significantly above the average of the Z level Below the Valueless Level, a person's life
may be worth living, but if it has any value it is only personal value - value to the
person whose life it is. That a person lives such a life does not contribute to the
positive value of the outcomes on which he lives. On this theory, (3) is true when the
Valueless Level lies between the level of the A lives and the B lives. The total amount
of utility experienced by the A-people is included in the value of the outcome. None of
the B lives counts in favor of that outcome, so the overall value of the B outcome
would be nil. B is worse than A.
An average principle would also support (3). Since the average utility per
person is lower in B than in A, B is worse than A.
Another way to support (3) would compare two outcomes according to two
factors: the quantity of utility and the quality of life. There is greater quantity in B, so
this is a way that B is better than A. The quality in B is lower than A, so this is one way
that B is worse than A. If these factors are balanced appropriately, we can conclude
that B is worse than A, Reasons and Persons
,
p.419. Parfit also argues that the Bad
Level and the Lexical View could also support S3.
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6
Examples and principles like the Mere Addition example have been called
vanous things: the extra person obligation, the pareto principle, the pareto plus
principle, and the hermit objection.
Reasons and Persons p. 420.
Parfit calls this "natural inequality." Reasons and Persons p. 422.
One example is the case ot Adam and Eve Suppose they have wonderful
extremely happy lives. The best outcome might be the one where only Eve and Adam
ever live. Suppose the only alternative to the existence of Eve and Adam is the Mere
Addition of a billion billion people all having a quality of life slightly less than Adam
and Eve. The average principle implies that this would be worse because a billion
billion people plus Adam and Eve would have a lower average utility level than Adam
and Eve. Parfit finds this "absurd " "This way of lowering the average, by Mere
Addition, cannot be plausibly claimed to be bad." Reasons and Persons p. 420.
Reasons and Persons, p. 422 Another way the inequality would make A+
worse than A is if Rawls' principle ofjustice were true.
Maximin : The best outcome is the one in which the worst-off people are best
off
The worst-off people in A+ are much worse off than the worst-off people in A
Maximin implies that A is better than A+. R&P p 422.
Maximin may be acceptable when the same people or same numbers of people
exist in any outcome, but Parfit argues that when comparing alternatives where
different numbers of people live, Maximin is unacceptable. When alternatives entail that
different numbers of people would live, one way that the worst-off group can be best
off is if "certain people do not exist who, in the other outcome, would have lives that
are worth living " R&P p 423. It seems that it would be a good feature of an outcome
if people do not exist who would have miserable lives on another outcome. Lives
where the pain experienced outweighs the pleasure certainly are a bad feature of an
outcome. It would be better if that outcome lacked those people. However, should it
be true that the existence of people who, on another outcome, would have lives worth
living make the first outcome better than the second? Parfit says "no".
This reasoning applies to the extra people in the A/A+ case. They do not exist
in A, and in A+ they would have worthwhile lives. Is this a good feature of A? Parfit
claims that this is not a good feature ofA R&P p.424. The non-existence of people
who, on another outcome, would lead worthwhile lives does not make the outcome
without them better than the outcome that includes them. For this reason, Parfit rejects
the appeal to Maximin in cases where different numbers of people would exist. Since it
seems that there is no other way to support the view that A+ is worse than A, Parfit
concludes that A+ is not worse than A.
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Partl‘ rejeCts
1
lhe ldea that A+ is than A because of the inequality in A+Whether or not inequality makes an outcome worse depends on how the inequalitycomes aboutR»»s, p. 425 When inequality results
Addition, Parfit argues that the outcome is not worsened. Though extra people in A+
l° d
7
erVe ,0Wer Standard °f^ there is -0 social injustice
„
’
and neither population is aware of the inequality that exists This is an
unperceived natural inequality."
12
Moreover, if Parfit is right that the Mere Addition of worthwhile lives does
not make an outcome worse, then we have another argument forcing us to accept the
epugnant Conclusion. This is diagramed in figure 8. To any given population with a
moderate welfare level (A) we can add by Mere Addition another equally large group
at a much lower level of utility. This change would not be a change for the worse (1)We can improve on this outcome by reorganizing resources and bringing everyone to
the same level of utility (2). Reasons and Persons, p. 430. We can in principle repeat
this process until we have a very large population at a very low level of utility The
extra people who are added in the first step need only have lives that are worth living
They could have lives just barely worth living. In fact, their standard of living could be
below the level of the Z people in the Repugnant conclusion. B is better than A+, which
is not worse than A So B is certainly better than A. Similarly C is better than B, and so
on. Z is the best. So it seems that we can, in principle, find a Z population that is better
than the A population Thus, we have another argument for the Repugnant conclusion
13 Here I will roughly follow the standard analysis as presented by Temkin, 1987.
14
This would be no surprise since T seems obviously true, and the concepts in
Dl-5 are interdefined.
15
Reasons and Persons
, p. 420.
16
It is important to realize that Parfit is not committed to the view that all
outcomes that resemble A+ are not worse than A. We could turn A into A+ by first
lowering the quality of life of half of the A group, then doubling the population and
segregating the better off from the worse off. If those whose utility levels were lowered
did nothing to warrant their loss, this would be a case of social injustice. "Whether
inequality makes an outcome worse depends on how it comes about." Reasons and
Persons
,
p. 425. In this case, Parfit would claim that A+ js worse than A because some
existing people were made worse off than others through no fault of their own. The
claim made by MAP is that if inequality results from mere addition, the outcome is not
worse.
17 We may not think that S3 is true, but recall that the premise of the paradox is
that there is a problem for views that avoid the Repugnant Conclusion. Any such view
will claim that for some pair of cases between A and Z, the more populous case is
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worse than the less populous case So-3 can be rewritten to fit that pair of cases
ArlHit’
tHat S1 '3 3re 3,1 things consldered comparisons. "In the MereAddition Paradox,
. we are inclined to believe, all things considered that B is worse
“ ^
*
h°Ugh B ,S better than A+
’
which is nm worse than A " Reasons and
p. ven this position, it seems that the argument for the Repugnant Conclusion
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°!dable This arSument, based on figure 9, only uses lines (1)nd (2) of he Paradoxical argument, and C2, to show that case Z of the RepugnantConclusion is better than A. As before, if we allow that "not worse than” means the
same thing as "at least as good as", then we have cause to be concerned
19
Reasons and Persons p. 431
20
Reasons and Persons p 43
1
Is there room in this response to establish a weakened form of the Repugnant
Conclusion9 Not according to Parfit. In the stages leading to the Repugnant
Conclusion, we cannot say that B is better than A, but that B is not worse than A.
Similarly C is not worse than B, D is not worse than C, and so on. "But since 'not
worse than' is not transitive, we can claim that, while C is not worse than B, which is
not worse than A, C is worse than A." Reasons and Persons p 432. So Parfit’s view is
that since there are many steps taken to compare A and Z, and "not worse than" is not
transitive, we do not have to claim that C is not worse than A. We have enough
precision to say that C is worse than A. E is worse than C, and so on. Since "worse
than" is transitive, Z is worse than A, and the Repugnant Conclusion is avoided
22
1
believe that this response is inadequatejo meet the needs of the objection
that MAP entails a new argument for the Repugnant Conclusion. First, as stated in
chapter 1, the argument establishing the objection known as the Repugnant Conclusion
does not depend on any axiological judgements about B, C, or D I take these steps to
be a natural way of seeing how it could turn out that Z is better than A on a totalistic
axiology. The first line of the argument reads "Totalistic axiologies imply that Z is
better than A." We need not appeal to B or C to agree to this. Totalists must agree that
Z is better than A since more valuable stuff is present there.
Secondly, there is a direct way to derive the Repugnant Conclusion without
appealing to B, C, or D. Consider population A in figure 9. Suppose we add a group of
extra people to A, thus creating A+. This group is at a very low standard of living, but
each life is still worth living, and they do not have an adverse effect on the A group.
They are extra people added by mere addition By MAP, A+ is not worse than A.
Suppose we can unite these populations and bring about equality between the two
groups. We could raise the standard of living of the extra people while we lower the
quality of life of the A-group. Given suitable levels of utility, the total amount that is
added to the extra people could more than offset the loss to the A-people, so the total
utility would increase in creating the new unified group. This unified group could be the
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same Z as the Repugnant Conclusion It is consistent with Parfit's response to say thatA+ ,s not worse than A, and Z is better than A. The first claim is supported by MAPand the second by (1) of the Paradoxical Argument We conclude that Z is not worse
leas" as goodls'^
^ “ r°Ugh COmparison and does ><* mean "at
Seasons and Persons
, p 43 1 Ifwe read this as a response to the Repugnant
Conclusion, it is inadequate. The argument as originally conceived began with the^
inference that totalistic axiologies imply that Z is better than A Since we do not think
that Z is better than A, totalistic axiologies are false. By Parfit's own principles the new
argument establishes that "Z is not worse than A". This means that Z and A can be
compared, but only roughly. It is clear that Z is not worse than A, but we cannot tell in
principle ifZ is better than A or the same They are in the same neighborhood “Future
Generations: Further Problems,” p. 165.
This response is inadequate. In the original argument for the RC, the objection
had force due to the strength of our intuition that Z really was worse than A, and
clearly so. If we were unclear how the worlds compared, or if we thought that they
were in the same neighborhood, the notion that Z was better than A would not move us
much at all The objection would be considered rather weak, if it were taken seriously
at all But this is not the case. This objection is a serious problem, not a minor
discrepancy between our intuitions and the implications of a moral theory Our intuition
is that Z is clearly worse than A, they are not in the same neighborhood, and it is not
possible that Z is better than A. If a view or several claims imply that it is, that
approach is false. Parfit's response does not avoid the objection Since we can compare
Z and A through one application ofMAP and Premise (1) of the argument, Parfit does
not solve any problems by saying that alternate outcomes can be precisely compared (C
with A, E with C, etc.) to deduce that Z is worse than A
As Parfit writes “Must it be true, of Plato and Aristotle, either that one was
the greater philosopher, or that both were exactly equally as great? This seems absurd
But it is surely true that some philosophers are greater than others, and by more or
less ” Future Generations: Further Problems
. 165, n. 43.
25
This passage did not present an exhaustive exploration of Parfit’s response.
The three main points are these.
1 . "Not worse than" does not mean "at least as good as".
2. Outcomes related by mere addition are only roughly comparable.
3. "Not worse than" is not transitive.
26
Rawls' "minimax" in A Theory of Justice
.
27 See Andrew Carnegie “Wealth” in Thomas Donaldson and Patricia H.
Werhane’s Ethical isues in Business (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, Prentice Hall,
1993) pp. 225-30.
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t0re 1 argued that the ™y ln which a given distribution comes about isrelevant to determining whether or not (in-)equality makes an outcome (worse) betterbeheve that two outcomes could have the same distributions of utilities over the samesized populations, yet have different moral averages R might come about from Q byS~8 °ne gr°Up fr0m another for no better reason than the day of the week onw ich the person was born We could then redistribute resources in such a way thatone group ended up at a utility level of 130, and a second group at 90 We could also
create R from Q by separating one group from another according to some good
reason The deserving group is given a better life, while the undeserving group is made
somewhat worse off Though R and R’ have the same numbers and utility levels we
can reasonably say that the moral average of R' is higher than the moral average’ ofR
and that R’ is better than R, though the outcomes appear identical and the mathematical
averages are the same If the way in which inequality comes about is relevant to the
value of an outcome, then the way in which equality come about should be relevant as
well As I see it, it could well be the case that the moral average of a homogeneous
population is greater than its mathematical average.
Comments from Phil Bricker have helped me to realize that more needs to be
said about the concept of a moral average in light of the preceding paragraph. The way
in which a set of utilities is distributed over a population is relevant to determining the
value of the outcome. As I see it, a complete explanation of the factors involved would
be a substantial undertaking. It would require a presentation of a theory ofjustice, and
the value of an outcome would have to be determined in part by some combination of
what they receive on that outcome, what they deserve, their past actions and utility
levels. However complicated that complete explanation might be, I am convinced that
for any population and any distribution of utility levels, there exists a uniform level of
utility such that, were everyone at that level, then the value of the population at that
uniform level is the same as the value of the popufation on the original (and most likely
uneven) distribution. Though I cannot prove this point now, it still seems right to me
I am grateful to Phil for calling my attention to my oversight in this matter
29
This argument contains suppressed premises and additional assumptions. I
assume in the argument that the moral average ofA is at its utility level, the moral
average of the extra people is at their utility level, and that since equality is important to
us, the mathematical average of A+ must be greater than the moral average ofA+.
Given the comments in endnote 28, this assumes some facts about the way the A+
population got to have the distribution it has I am in thankful to Phil Bricker for
calling this to my attention
Thought the argument is enthymematic and flawed, I continue to believe that
the conclusion is essentially correct. MAP indicates that A+ is not worse than A. By
our definitions, this means (a) A+ is better than A or (b) A + is equally valuable to A.
A+ has a moral average and a mathematical average, and A has a moral average and a
mathematical average ( by AMA). We don’t know their specific values, but we can say
that the moral average ofA+ is either (1) below the mathematical average of A+, or (2)
about the same as the mathematical average of A+, or (3) greater than the mathematical
144
average of A+. I see no reason to think that the moral average of A+ could be nearlvas great as the moral average of A.
Suppose (1), the most likely result. Then compare A with Z Let the Zpopulation be equivalent in size to the A+ population, and let the moral average ofZ bethe same as the mathematical average of A+. Then by totalism or averagism, Z isbetter than A+, and on either (a) or (b)
,
Z is better than A
.
Suppose (2) Then let the Z population have the same size as the A+popu ation, and set the moral average ofZ between the moral average of A+ and the
moral average of A. If equality in an outcome is something a theory of moral averages
rewards, then this can be done by placing the mathematical average ofZ at the moral
average ofA+ Totalism and averagism imply that Z is better than A+. For either fa')
or (b), Z is preferable to A
Suppose (3) If the moral average of A+ is greater than the mathematical
average of A+, then let the Z population be the same size as the A+ population and set
the moral average ofZ between the moral average ofA+ and the moral average of A.Z is better than A+ by totalism or averageism, and for either (a) or (b), Z is better than
A.
The only way to avoid this outcome is if the moral average ofA is equivalent to
the moral average of A+, or if your axiological calculus entails some bizarre results
regarding non-homogeneous distributions. These are elitist views that are untenable.
What this means is that MAP and AMA entail that for any population A having
a positive moral average, there is always a larger population at a lower moral average^
that would be more valuable than A We can repeat this process until the enlarged
population is at a very low level of utility.
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CHAPTER 5
PERSON-AFFECTING APPROACHES
^ ^ Existing Person-affecting Utilitarianism
The most prevalent philosophical and common sense responses to population
problems assume or appeal to person-affecting principles. 1 Principles of this sort are
based on the view that we should do what is in the best interests of people who already
exist (or people who will exist no matter what we do). This has come to be called the
Person-affecting Restriction". 2 Jan Narveson coined the slogan for this view: "We
ought to make people happy, not make happy people." 3
The reasons for this popularity are not entirely clear. One reason might be that
people quickly grasp the repugnancy of the claim that Z is better than A, and jump to
the view that the cause of this implication is the impersonalism of conventional
totalisms. Impersonalism" is the term most often used to characterize the view that
we ought to do what will bring about the greatest net balance of happiness over misery
for everyone, which includes those who currently exist, will exist, might exist or might
not exist. Those who think impersonalism is to blame for the Repugnant Conclusion
may be committed utilitarians. They may believe that we need only pay closer attention
to fixing the domain of those about whose happiness we should be morally concerned.
Once we get the domain right, then utilitarianism will yield the right outcomes.
A second reason may be familiarity. Jan Narveson has been working on ethical
theory and population problems as long as anyone has His published work in this area
began with an article that appeared in 1967, and much of the literature on population
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problems has been inspired by Narveson’s work
.
4
All of his writings and intuitions in
these cases reflect a person-affecting approach, and responses in the literature have
seldom questioned this aspect of his work. Aside from Derek Parfit, few have taken
the impersonal approach seriously and pursued it.
In this chapter I will present several versions of person-affecting theories that
might be solutions to population problems I have considered. I will begin with an
existing person-affecting approach On this view, what we do for future generations
depends only on the benefits that currently existing people would receive. I will also
consider a minimal number approach, one much like that presented by Peter Singer.
Then I will turn to the work of Jan Narveson. He has refined his view in books and
articles covering several years, so his approach deserves special treatment. I do not
believe that the person-affecting approach can answer the questions we have about
population theory in an acceptable way. I plan to show why these views are deficient,
and that a revised person-affecting view is unacceptable A utilitarian should not
subscribe to person-affecting theories when it concerns questions about who should
exist
.
5
In most of this chapter I will be discussing the consequences of our acts in
terms of the amount of pleasure and pain or happiness and misery they cause. My
arguments are not limited to these terms. These are problems we face no matter what
we understand "utility" to be. I have claimed that the Repugnant Conclusion is an
objection to an axiology, not a normative ethical theory. In this chapter I will depart
from my usual approach and will mainly discuss normative ethical theories. This is an
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unorthodox step However, 1 believe this is the best approach to take These are
popular views that do not lend themselves to axiological formulation In the chapters
that follow I shall return to discussions of value.
The fundamental tenet of person-affecting utilitarianism is that one ought to do
those acts that affect people for the best. There are many different ways of interpreting
"affect", and there are several different groups of people whose utilities we might be
able to affect. In this section I will discuss a direct type of person-affecting
utilitarianism This version counts as morally relevant the effects our acts have on
presently existing people. 6 In the next section I will present the objections to this view
I will show that this version is unacceptable
The simplest version of person-affecting utilitarianism states that we ought to
do what will be the best for presently existing people I call this Existing Person-
affecting Utilitarianism or EPAU. 7 Theorists supporting this view talk about the “net
effect an act has on people” or the act that “is in tfie best interests of those affected” or
they compare “ the way one’s life was going with the way it went as a result of an
act
” 8
I find much of this discussion ambiguous and confusing, so I would like to
suggest the following Let’s define the existing person utility of act a, EPU(a), as the
total net utility that would be experienced as a result of a by those who exist when a is
performed. The net utility of an act is the total sum of the value of the pleasure the act
would cause, plus the total sum of the value of the pain the act would cause.
Existing person-affecting utilitarianism is the view that an act is right if and only
if it maximizes EPU.
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EPAU. Act x is right for agent A at time t iff there is no alternative (a) to x
open to A at t such that EPU(a) > EPU(x).
The idea behind EPAU is that x is right if and only if the agent has no alternatives
better than x open to him at that time.
On this theory, the alternatives to an act and the remote effects of an act are
important.
Suppose Paul, a visitor to a big city, sustains a head injury while being robbed. He
spends some time in the hospital, and then needs expensive rehabilitative therapy. It
takes a year for his life to return to normal. Presumably the mugging affected him in a
bad way. There was less happiness and more misery in his life as a result of the
mugging than he would have had had he not been mugged The alternatives available
to the mugger at the time of the mugging are important. If the mugger had had an
alternative with a higher EPU than the mugging had, then he did the wrong thing by
mugging Paul.
An act like this would also have effects on Paul's friends and family. This utility
counts as well. If, in the course of his work, Paul would have had a positive effect on
others, this utility is included in the moral evaluation of the act. All those existing at
the time of the act who are directly or indirectly affected must be included in the
evaluation of the act.
On EPAU, the effect an alternative has on those who do not exist at the time of
the act are not included in the moral evaluation of that alternative. By this I mean that
in determining whether an act is right or wrong, the net value of the experiences of
149
those who would exist as a result of our act, or would exist later and be affected by our
choice now, would not be included. If the mugger robbed people in order to add to his
future child's college fund, the positive effect this would later bring could not be
included in the EPU of the act. Those who do not exist at the time of an act do not
have a moral status in this sense 9
In this opening section I have presented a person-affecting utilitarianism that
seems plausible On this theory we evaluate our acts according to the net utility that
would be experienced by those existing at the time of the act. Our motivation for
appealing to this view is that its proponents state that their view avoids the Repugnant
Conclusion 10 This is a claim that I will discuss in the next section, where 1 will also
present several objections to EPAU These objections and our responses to them will
serve to structure the remainder of this chapter.
5.2 Objections to EPAU
There are five examples that show the inadequacies of EPAU. These cases
concern the miserable child, the end of humanity, the identity objection, the Absurd
Conclusion, and the Repugnant Conclusion.
5.2. 1 Objection 1
The first case is the case of the miserable child
The Miserable Child: A couple has decided to have a child. If they conceive
now, the child will be deformed, never develop, and live a short and painful life.
If they wait, the virus that causes the deformity will expire, and a happy, healthy
child would be created later.
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Let us suppose that conceiving now or later has the same effect on others Perhaps this
couple works with handicapped children, or a normal child would cause them a great
deal of pain and run away from home at a young age
On EPAU, the right act is any whose EPU is at least as great as the EPU of
any alternative. In this case, if the effects of either child on existing people are the
same, then the couple is not obligated to have the healthy child The children do not
exist at the time of the decision, so their pain or pleasure is not relevant to the EPU of
the act. The moral status of the act is independent of the lives they would have Both
acts are right. They are permitted to conceive the miserable child now or wait and
conceive the happy child later. The alternatives are morally equivalent.
I believe that this outcome violates common sense. On EPAU we may not
consider the predictable quality of each child's life in evaluating the couple's actions. It
is difficult to predict the extent of the misery that would be experienced by the
handicapped child However, most people think it is right to include the quality of
those experiences as a contraindication to conceiving a child We believe that the
predictable pain and suffering of the child's life does matter, morally speaking This is a
problem for EPAU. Since this information tips the scales against conceiving a child
immediately, EPAU fails.
To their credit, person-affecting proponents agree that we do have a moral
reason to avoid conceiving a miserable child. Most say that we are obligated not to
create such a child. However, there is no justification for this sentiment open to the
EPAU proponent within the limits of his theory. Narveson attempts to work out a
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v,ew on which the utility of a happy child does not count in favor of creattng him, bu,
the misery of the miserable child does count against the act creating him I call this
Narveson's asymmetry, and attempt to establish a theoretical basis for this view in 5 4.
Other theorists rely on the claim that the bad effects on existing people are enough to
establish the wrongness of certain alternatives in cases like the miserable child case." 1
don't see how this can be right. If the effects on others could be equal, or if existing
people are better off for having the miserable child, 12 this would not be true.
5.2 2 Obiection 2 There is a further way in which the previous case is problematic
The couple in the previous case might reason that they could handle the disappointment
of having a miserable child - and after all, EPAU did not entail that conception was
wrong, and they may bring difficulties on themselves if they so choose. I believe that
this case presents another difficult situation for this EPAU view. Suppose this child is
conceived and lives a miserable life. Once this child exists, the EPAU theorist believes
that we ought to do what we can to improve his life. We ought to provide the
rehabilitation and pain relief consistent with doing what maximizes EPU. If his
continued existence promised more pain than pleasure to existing people, we would be
required to end his life. We would have to agree that it would be better if he did not
exist.
This does not seem right. When conception was considered, it was foreseen
that the child would have a miserable life. At that time it was not wrong for the couple
to conceive the child. Later, we are required to end his life when what we anticipated
happened. The person-affecting theorist must accept the position that ending a situation
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can be required at time t, yet predictable at t -x and required to bring about at t -x
Also note that the objection and this problem have nothing to do with the fact that the
couple could have had a happy child instead.
I find this inconsistent and unacceptable. This possibility might be acceptable if
we begin a course of action, then subsequently become aware that that course of action
is not optimific. We could explain the error in an acceptable way by saying that we
made the best decision possible given all the knowledge available to us. However, this
case is different in an important way. Couple A knew the results of their actions. Their
child s miserable existence was not wrong to bring about at t -x, yet it is wrong to
allow it to continue at t. Given no good reason why a moral judgement should change
with a difference in time, we conclude that this view is not acceptable.
5.2.3 Objection 3
Another problem for EPAU theories is the end of humanity. Imagine that
people decide that the history of human life should come to an end with the currently
existing generation. Perhaps no one gets any pleasure from raising children, or a plague
infects all human life on earth, and no one cares to prevent the spread of the disease.
Nobody sees any reason to continue human life, and mass suicide or voluntary
abstinence results. Would these acts be considered wrong?
Provided these acts of abstention maximized the net utility to the existing
population, then it would be acceptable to end the human race. If people were greatly
disturbed by whining children or having to pay taxes to support schools, it seems it
would be right to bringing an end to humanity.
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Those who hold person-affecting views embrace this conclusion Narveson
writes that preferences about possible sizes of the human population and its happiness
level are "purely a matter of taste" and not moral matters at all 13 They believe that
whether or not the human race should continue is not a moral question
.
14
Others write
"a decision of humanity to commit suicide, either by active self-killing or by universal
abstention from procreation cannot be treated as morally wrong ." 15 I believe that this
response is fundamentally misguided Whether the human race should continue to exist
or not is not a non-moral question like "do you prefer red or white wine with dinner?"
It is not just a matter of personal taste.
My view of this possibility is that there could be cases where it is right to end
the human race, and others where it would be wrong. If the continuation of the human
race entailed that every individual would suffer and there would be no hope of any
future person existing at a positive utility level, then it would be true that self-extinction
would be the best act. In cases where we would expect that the values of the episodes
of pleasure would exceed the values of the episodes of pain, then bringing an end to the
human race would be wrong.
On EPAU, the predictable utilities of our unborn offspring and future
generations do not matter. Whether or not the human race should end would depend on
the effect this end would have on existing people. This is an absurd result. As far as we
know, it is only human experiences that have value in the world. Surely the end of
humanity could be a bad result, and ought to be avoided for moral reasons.
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Figure 10. Depletion and Conservation
Now
5.2.4 Objection 4
One might claim that in the case of the miserable child or the happy child, the
same person would result from our actions. 16 The net utilities of the lives of the
miserable child and the happy child were irrelevant to the normative questions of the
case. What would EPAU imply if the morally relevant effects of our acts occur to
different people? This example is a version of the Depletion case. 17
Consider the case of Depletion, as diagramed in figure 10. The horizontal axis
of the diagram is time, and the vertical axis is the average standard of living. A
community must choose between two policies, Depletion and Conservation. Under
Depletion, the policies we adopt deplete resources rapidly, resulting in increases in the
standard of living over the next 200 years. Under the alternative, Conservation,
resources would be conserved and money invested in technologies designed to make
more efficient use of renewable resources. After 200 years, there is a big difference
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between the average standard of living (utility) of those who exist. The cautious
approach will pay off. Under Depletion, we never recover to where we would have
been under Conservation. One effect of the policies is that, after 200 years, no one will
be alive who would have been alive had the other policy been followed
Which policy would EPAU recommend'? After 200 years there will be no one
alive who would have lived no matter which policy we choose. More importantly for
EPAU, no one will be alive in 100 years who is alive now, so we can ignore this part of
the diagram in determining the right policy. The policy of Depletion benefits existing
people more than the policy of Conservation does. According to EPAU, we ought to
deplete and not conserve What is difficult to accept about EPAU is that the long term
effects of our acts are calamitous for those whom we expect will come to exist, yet
those effects are totally ignored
I argued in the introduction that a Social Discount Rate was unacceptable. On
that view, effects to future generation are discounted by a certain per cent per year.
EPAU seems even worse in this regard since the further effects of our acts are given no
weight at all.
I believe that this a strong objection to the theory under consideration, and I
expect it is equally decisive against any existing person-affecting view. The low quality
of future people's lives must at least count against the choice of Depletion.
In chapter three I presented a problem for populations known as the Absurd
Conclusion. The basic idea is that qualitatively isomorphic alternatives should have the
same moral evaluations. Given alternatives a] and a2 , if there is a one-to-one
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correspondence between those who exist if a, is done and those who exist if a2 is done,
and if each matching connects a pair of individuals having the same lifetime utility
levels, then we should not distinguish morally between a, and a2 .
It is not difficult to see that EPAU suffers from the Absurd Conclusion
Suppose we can bestow a gift of 100 units of utility on the currently existing generation
or the next generation The generation that does not receive the gift will get only ten
units of utility. The next generation does not yet exist, it is exactly the same size as the
current generation, and would enjoy exactly the same utility levels that the current
generation would enjoy. Let’s refer to the alternatives as X and Y.
Table 2. EPAU and the Absurd Conclusion
Alternative this generation next generation
X 100 units 10 units
Y 10 units -100 units
EPAU entails that X is right and Y isn’t. EPU(x) — 100 and the only alternative has an
EPU value of 10. Since we are morally distinguishing between alternatives that are
qualitatively isomorphic, EPAU suffers from the Absurd Conclusion, and must be
rejected.
A final concern relates to the Repugnant Conclusion. Some theorists believe
EPAU or theories like it because (1) they reject the notion that one can compare
worlds of people who do not actually exist, 18 and (2) they deny that there is an extra
person obligation, or EPO 19 An EPO is an obligation to create anyone if existing
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people are unaffected by the newcomer and he would have a life worth living They
believe that if one is not obligated to add a person who would just slightly increase the
total amount of utility, then one could not be obligated to bring about a Z world. 20
Many EPAU proponents believe that (1) or (2) shows that their view avoids the
Repugnant Conclusion
I believe that these responses miss the point. The logical connection between
EPO and the Repugnant Conclusion is unclear. (1) is problematic on its own merits as
seen in the case of the miserable child The Repugnant Conclusion is not the claim that
we have an obligation to bring about Z. Support offered by EPAU proponents for the
idea that their view avoids the Repugnant Conclusion is not right.
It is typical that discussions of these problems confuse value theoretic questions
with normative ones. EPAU has no implications at all for the Repugnant Conclusion.
The latter is an objection to an axiological theory. It is a claim about a which world
would be better than which. EPAU says nothing about the evaluation of worlds, it is a
proposal about what we ought to do.
EPAU is a totalistic ethical view, so I believe that a thoughtful defender of the
theory would respond in the following way. It is true that Z is better than A.
However, it makes no difference since we have no obligation on EPAU to aim for Z.
The huge quantity of utility enjoyed by the enormous population in Z is irrelevant to
our moral obligation because these people do not exist now.
This is not the evaluation we would like to hear of this argument. A reader
uncommitted to impersonal totalism might find the Repugnant Conclusion objection
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persuasive, and be repelled by the EPAU theorist's evaluation of the objection He
might respond that the theorist missed the point Z is not better than A because it is
clearly worse. If it were up to us to initiate a course of action that would bring about
either A or Z, surely we ought to do the former and avoid the latter. I have sketched
other practical problems in the Introduction which would be difficult for EPAU to
handle.
It is true that on theories like EPAU (1) we do not compare worlds of people
who do not exist, and (2) there is no EPO. However, these positions are not
necessarily advantages. First, on EPAU, it does not seem right that the quality of the
newcomer's life is irrelevant. The result would be the same if he would lead the most
miserable, painful life conceivable, or if he would be fabulously happy. Second,
denying that there is an EPO is not the same as saying that we are obligated not to
create the extra person. Whether or not one is obligated to bring an extra person into
existence will depend on the alternatives available and whether or not those alternatives
affect existing people more or less. Suppose it gave existing people a small amount of
pleasure to have the miserable child - someone who was always in pain and suffered
throughout his life. This person's pleasures are so few that his life is not worth living.
Some insecure people get pleasure from the fact that others are worse off than they are.
If these were the best alternatives we had, we would have an obligation to bring as
many miserable people into the world as we could.
It seems to me that this is an unacceptable position. Our intuition in believing
the Repugnant Conclusion is repugnant is that we deny that Z is better than A. We
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would hope that our moral theory would not to lead us to such worlds The EPAU
theorist can claim no advantage for his theory in having avoided the Repugnant
Conclusion. EPAU also implies a number of unacceptable conclusions. The objections
presented were: 1) the miserable child 2) the case of couple A 3) the end of humanity,
4) the identity objection, and 5) the Absurd Conclusion. There are responses to these
objections consistent with a person-affecting view, and in the next section I will
consider a related view that solves some of these problems.
5.3 The Minimal Number View
One response to the shortcomings of the existing person-affecting approach is
to claim that it incorrectly treats all potential people in the same way. Whatever utility
or disutility they would experience if an act is performed is not relevant to the moral
evaluation of the act. Perhaps this is a mistake. One feature in the case of the
miserable child is that it is inevitable that the population would increase by one no
matter which alternative is carried out. Perhaps we should determine how many will
exist no matter what we do, and count the utilities of a group of that size instead of
counting only the utilities of existing people. 21
This is the intuition behind the first revision of person-affecting utilitarianism I
call this a "minimal number approach." On this view, a certain number of people exist
at the time we act, and it is inevitable that a certain number of people will exist in the
future, no matter what we do. For example, suppose we are considering a population
policy for the United States. There is some number, n, such that it is certain that at
least n people will exist in the year 2050 no matter what choices we make. As an
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advocate writes "This is the number that will exist ifwe pursue the most restrictive
feasible policy."" On this view, we ought to pursue the option that leads to the
happiest lives for the smallest number of people who will exist no matter which policy
is selected
It is important to note that we are not required to see to it that the particular
individuals who will exist on all alternatives are to be made as happy as possible. If, on
any feasible policy, Tonya Harding will be alive in the year 2050, we are not obligated
to see to it that she will be as happy as possible. The expression "people who will exist
anyway" should not be understood to mean "the particular individuals who will exist no
matter what we do", but "the minimum number of people who will exist no matter what
we do " This part is clear in Peter Singer's formulation of this view.
MNPAU: If a possible future state of affairs is a world of P people at an
average level of happiness A, it is wrong to bring into existence any greater
number of people, P+N, such that no sub-group ofP+N contains P people at an
average level of happiness equal to or higher than A 23
As I understand it, Singer has formulated a principle that states a sufficient condition
for an act's wrongness. Suppose alternative A would make it the case that there would
be more people existing than there would be on alternative B, and the only alternatives
are A and B. If it turns out that no B-sized subset of A-people would be as happy on
average as the B-people would be, then A is wrong. It is a sufficient condition of A's
wrongness is that there is no B-sized subset of the A population as happy, on average,
as the B group.
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There are some minor problems with MNPAU. First, it gives only a sufficient
condition of an act's wrongness. It does not identify which alternatives are permitted,
nor which is a best. Secondly, in situations where we have many alternatives, it is
unclear what value to take for P. 24
I believe that the simplest approach to consider is how many people will exist
following an act no matter what we do 25 Take that minimal number, and perform the
act that makes a group of that size as happy as possible. Consider the following
revision.
MIN(A) =df the number of people who would exist in A or in the outcome of
the alternative to A that has the smallest population
MINU(A) =df the total net utility enjoyed by the happiest MIN(A) sized subset
that would exist ifA were performed
MNPAU2: Act A is right iff there is no alternative X to A such that
MTNU(x) > MINU(A).
I believe that MNPAU2 captures the basic idea of the theory. The number of people
who will exist no matter what we do should be made as well off as possible It clearly
indicates what a right act is, and there is no ambiguity concerning what the minimal
number is. The slogan of this version of utilitarianism might be "the greatest happiness
of the smallest number."
This theory does have the benefit that it solves two of the problems
encountered in EPAU, and it shows how a person-affecting view might avoid the
Identity Objection. In the case of the miserable child, the child will be created no
matter what we do, so there will have to be a space in the minimal set S for the child
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All other things being equal, it will help S's total utility if the newcomer is as happy as
possible. This coincides with our intuitions in these cases, and with the views of
person-affecting theorists.
MNPAU2 seems to avoid the Identity Objection Ifwe assume that utility is
evenly distributed over the respective populations, then it seems we know enough to
conclude that we are obligated to follow Conservation. Conservation is clearly better
than Depletion since the graph on Figure 10 indicates the average quality of life at a
given time If fewer people exist on either alternative, then a smallest subset of the
conservation population must be happier than an equivalent group of Depletion-people.
MNPAU2 implies that conservation is right.
In spite of our success at revising this approach, I believe that MNPAU2 is
ultimately unacceptable. This is because it does not solve the remaining objections
facing EPAU, and it yields some odd results in other cases. First, consider the
following populations and utility levels. We can choose between two alternatives, A
and B On A, 25 people exist at a utility level of 9, and on B 25 people exist at a utility
level of 10, plus a billion billion people exist at a utility level of -500. Since the
happiest minimally sized subset is in B, B is right and A is wrong.
Secondly, MNPAU2 could lead us to bring about outcomes like the Z case of
the Repugnant Conclusion. We can see this by applying this theory to the alternatives
available in Table 3. Suppose our choices are A through E, the size of S will be 25
units.
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Table 3 MNPAU2 and a Worsening Set of Alternatives
Alternative Total Population Number @ utility level
A 25 25 @9
B 60 25 @ 10 and 35 @ 1
C 130 60 @5 and 70 @.5
D 250 130 @3 and 120 @ .25
E 600 250 @2 and 350 @.l
There are five alternatives available to a society considering a population policy. These
are A, B, C, D, and E The happiest S-sized group results if we bring about alternative
B. MNPAU2 obliges us to bring about B. Suppose we pursue B policies for some
time Our population passes 25, so A is no longer an alternative. We reconsider
population policies and realize that C, D, and E are still alternatives. C is better than B,
since the smallest number of people who will exist will have a higher average under C
than under B. This can be repeated to bring about D, E, and so on. The population is
quickly growing, and the averages are dropping to the point where life is just worth
living 26 Given the appropriate circumstances, we would be required to bring about a
Z-like world. Those who felt that Z was worse than A will not find this result
acceptable. If we were moved by the Repugnant Conclusion objection, we would
certainly not accept this theory.
Another problem concerns changing moral evaluations of the same alternatives.
This difficulty resembles the objection raised against MNPAU. Consider the following
four possibilities. On A, one person exists and his utility level is 2. On B three people
exist and their levels are 8, 9, and 12. On C, four people exist, and their levels are 8,
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10, 10, and 1 1. On D, two people exist, and each of them has a utility level of 2
Suppose the only alternatives open to an agent are B and C. MNPAU2 implies that C
is the right alternative since the smallest number of people who would exist (3) are
better off on C rather than B Now if A is added as an alternative, then B becomes the
right act, because MIN(A) is one, and the alternative with the best off singleton is B If
B, C, and D are the alternatives, then B and C are both right and permitted. This is a
very odd result. Depending on the alternative with the smallest population, we find
that B is right and C is wrong, and sometimes B is wrong and C is right, and sometimes
B and C are both right
This would not be a problem ifwe were changing B or C, or adding alternatives
resembling B and C, but that is not true in this case Here, all we have altered is the
number of people who exist on the worst outcome. I see no reason why we should
accept that the relation between B and C should change so dramatically.
I conclude that this version of person-affecting theory is not satisfactory.
Though it resolved the miserable child and the Identity objections, MNPAU2 is not
acceptable It has some odd results in cases with unusual distributions of utility, and
requires us under certain circumstances to bring about worlds with high populations
and very low utility levels, and it yields some strange results when the worst alternative
in a set is altered. One reason for turning to person-affecting theories was to avoid
implying the Repugnant Conclusion, as impersonal approaches seem to do The
intuitions which motivate the Repugnant Conclusion would lead us to reject MNPAU2
as well.
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Next I will turn to a final person-affecting theory. This is one of the oldest and
most attended to views of utilitarian population theory.
5 4 Narvesonian Utilitarianism
In all of Jan Narveson's work on utilitarianism and future generations, three
central principles that are present These principles follow from Narveson's intuitions in
these cases. These views are indicated by the following passages:
1 There is no moral reason for bringing him [a child who would be twice as
happy as the norm in a given population] into existence.
2. It does follow from utilitarian principles that, if we could predict that a child
would be miserable if bom, then it is our duty not to have it.
3. Is it ever one s duty to have children?
... If it can be shown that the populace
will suffer if its size is not increased, then it seems to me that one could perhaps
require efforts in that direction... 27
As Narveson sees it, we have no obligation to have a happy child, even if it would have
a life worth living and have no net effect on others. 28 In fact, utilitarianism imposes no
moral obligations on people to have children except in "exceedingly rare"
circumstances. 29 For example, if there were too few people on the planet to maintain
art galleries and concert halls, 30 then we would be obligated to have children.
Generally speaking, ifwe are not certain that a child will be miserable or bring a great
disutility to others, then we are under no obligation to create a child or fail to do so.
The question of whether or not to have a child will usually depend only on what the
parents would like to do. It is not a moral question. 31 Narveson accepts the miserable
child objection. In cases where a child would be miserable or would cause a great deal
of misery in others, we would be obligated not to have the child.
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These convictions pervade Narveson's work in this area, however the
theoretical support is harder to make out. Narveson writes that the classical view of
utilitarianism is that “For all persons x, x should be as happy as possible .”32 As he sees
it, the clause For all persons” does not refer to all persons in the timeless sense. It
does not mean all those who existed, now exist and will exist. It means all presently
existing people. He believes that the classical view means “If a person exists, he should
be as happy as possible .”33
This is a confusing way to support one's convictions Some would dispute the
historical question concerning whether the classical utilitarians (Mill, Bentham and
Sidgwick) actually held this view or not
.
34 Even if doubts concerning historical
accuracy are resolved, this view seems incoherent. Is it reasonable to think that all
existing persons should be as happy as possible? It seems to me that this is not a moral
theory at all, nor does it follow from a conventional utilitarian theory. Normally,
utilitarianism commends those acts that would bring about as much net utility as any of
their alternatives. Imagine a case where one had to choose between making three
other people very happy, or adding a smaller amount of happiness to one’s own life. In
this case a utilitarian would make others happy at some cost to himself. The benefit to
others would outweigh the happiness he would have received, so he has done the right
thing. It is not the case that he is as happy as possible. Thus, Narveson's version of the
classical view does not even follow from the conventional theory. We should do what
will bring about the best available outcome, but that does not mean that all existing
people will be as happy as possible.
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Narveson uses another approach to support his convictions.
The principle of utility requires that before we have a moral reason for doing
something, it must be because of a change in the happiness of some of the
affected persons.
We have a reason to do an act if some particular person would be made happier as a
result ot the act, or perhaps a misery he would otherwise have received was avoided 35
Narveson evaluates an argument that concludes that one has an obligation to create a
happy child
The argument that an increase in the general happiness will result from our
having a happy child involves precisely the same fallacy. If you ask, 'whose
happiness has been increased as a result of being bom?', the answer is that
nobody's has ... The child cannot be happier as a result of being born, since we
would then have a relative term lacking one relatum. 36
Narveson concludes that we have no obligation to create a happy child He thinks this
because the child cannot count as an affected person. To be an affected person, it
seems that one must exist before and after the act is done. The rightness or wrongness
of an act is determined by the extent to which it makes affected people happier.
I will formulate Narveson's utilitarianism (NU) in terms of utility and not
happiness.
NU1 : Act A is right if an only if existing people receive at least as much net
utility from A as from any alternative to A.
It is important to Narveson that for a person to be happier or more miserable as a result
of an act, he must exist before and after the act. The happy child the couple considers
having does not exist before the decision to create him is made, so the happiness he
would receive is not included in the net utility of the act. NU1 is equivalent to EPAU.
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NUI entails the first of Narveson's convictions Even if we can be certain that a
given child will be very happy, that constitutes no moral reason to create this person
The utility the child would experience could not be included since the child does not
exist before the decision to create him. The positive value of his experiences may not
be included in the evaluation of the act.
It is difficult to see how NUI supports the second view. This is the idea that
we are obligated not to create a person ifwe know that that person will be miserable
In the first case, we do not do the wrong thing by failing to have the happy child
because there is no person (the child) to whom we can point who is less happy or more
miserable as a result of our actions. Since the happy child does not exist prior to
creating him, he is not affected - we cannot say that there has been a change in his
utility level. In the second case, we conceive a child who will be miserable. It seems
that we can ask the same question Narveson raised, who is unhappier or more
miserable as a result of being created? Nobody. The only person we could indicate
does not exist before his conception He cannot count as an affected party. I refer to
this discrepancy as Narveson's Asymmetry, NA.
NA: We have no duty to create a happy child, and we have a duty not to create
a child who would be miserable.
Narveson appeals to a number of approaches in trying to find an acceptable theoretical
basis for NA.
One method of supporting NA is to distinguish the direct effects of an act from
the indirect effects. This is vital, according to Narveson
.
37 The direct effects are the
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effects received by the person doing the act, the agent. Suppose I am to decide
whether or not to have a candy bar. The effect the candy bar might have on me, if I ate
it, would amount to direct effects. All effects of an act that aren't direct are indirect If
eating the candy bar puts me in a better mood so that I treat others in a more congenial
way, the happiness I bring to others would be indirect.
If I were to have a candy bar, this would normally have no effect on the
happiness of others, hence whether I am to do it or not is entirely a Question
according to the utilitarians, of whether I want to or not, which is not a
question about what I morally ought to do but rather one about what I like to
do
.
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An example similar to this one occurs when we consider whether or not to have a
happy child For most parents, raising happy children is a source of pleasure. Since
they are the agents in the creation and growth of the child, the utility experienced by
them would not count. Those effects are direct. Whether the couple should produce
the happy child is a question of the indirect effects of the act
.
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In the case of the
happy child, the indirect effect would be the happiness the child would bring to
relatives, friends, and those who would be affected by his existence
.
40
This approach is combined with the previous idea that what makes an act right
or wrong must be due to a change in the happiness of the affected people
.
41 So the
moral status of an act is determined by the effect the act has on non-agents who exist
before and after the act is performed.
It should be noted that this version of utilitarianism is different from most
versions. For most utilitarians, one attractive feature of the theory is its egalitarianism.
No one's utility or disutility is morally more important than anyone else's. I cannot
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consider the pleasure I receive from an act to be any more or less valuable than a
similar experience enjoyed by my wife or by a randomly selected stranger. Narveson's
utilitarianism is much different from this. His suggestion is that the enjoyment I receive
from my acts does not count, whereas the utility accruing to others does matter. The
others who count must exist before and after the act is done.
I propose that we depart from the direct / indirect distinction as it is confusing
and suggests a different position. Consider instead the effect value of act a, E(a). This
is simply the net utility that is enjoyed by the non-agents of an act. If I buy a candy bar
and eat it, I am the agent and my enjoyment does not count, morally speaking If
someone gives me a candy bar, I am the recipient and not the agent, so the effects it has
on me are morally important.
The E value: The effect value of act a, E(a) =df the sum of the values of the
episodes of pleasure produced by a in all those except the agent of the act less
the sum of the values of the episodes of pain produced by a in all those except
the agent of a.
The E value calculates the net utility of the relevant effects our acts have in everyone.
We can formulate NU2 using E values enjoyed by those existing before and after the
act.
NU2: Act a is right if and only if a has no alternative x such that, for those
existing before and after a, E(x) > E(a).
A right act is determined by considering those non-agents who exist before and after
the act is done. Add the values of the episodes of pleasure the act produces in that
group, to the sum of the values of the episodes of pain an act produces in
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that group. A right act is one that maximizes the net utility received by those non-
agents who exist before and after the act.
The distinction between an agent and a non-agent is obviously critical to the
successful presentation of this view. The agent is presumably the person whose
intentions, choice and behavior cause the act in question. This is an easy person to
identify in the candy bar example, but in other cases it is not so clear. Suppose a
couple engages in intercourse, and one person intends to conceive a child, and the
other does not, and a child is conceived Who is the agent in the act? Both parties?
Just the spouse who intended to conceive? Who is the agent when a democratic
society makes a decision about population policies? It appears to me that this
distinction will be difficult to draw. In the following discussion, I shall assume that an
adequate distinction can be drawn between the agents of an act, and the non-agents.
It is difficult to see how NU2 yields the results Narveson requires. If the happy
child would have a neutral effect on others, NU2 would support (1), Narveson’s first
principle. Having or not having the child would each have an E value of zero. There is
no reason to think that (2) is supported All things considered, the miserable child could
have a neutral effect on others. The utility of his life does not matter since he is not a
non-agent who exists before and after his conception. The effect he has on his parents
also does not matter since they were the agents in the act of his conception. It seems
clear that we do not have a duty not to create him.
NU2 may seem to support (3). The disutility following from closing art
museums and concert halls due to a lack of people to maintain them would be a part of
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the E value of these outcomes. However, it is not at all obvious that any single act of
conception would keep any museum open. The decision would have to be based on the
society in general, and then it is unclear who the agent it. If the agents are the presently
existing members of the society, then the benefit they derive from having more children
could not be counted in the E value of the consequences of the policy. (3) is not
clearly supported by NU2. NU2 would also not support having children now so we
could keep museums open for those who do not now exist.
In this section I have presented three convictions Jan Narveson attempts to
support in establishing a satisfactory utilitarian moral theory with respect to
populations. I then discussed three Narvesonian principles and objections to those
views. None of these views supported his asymmetry. In the following section I will
develop the most plausible person-affecting theory that supports the common sense
intuitions that this view requires.
5.5 An Asymmetric Person-affecting Approach "
Thus far we have been unable to make out theoretical support for NA, the claim
that having a happy child is generally not an obligation, but we are obligated not to
have a miserable child 42 I have formulated theories consistent with suggestions made
by proponents ofNA, 43 and found the views did not accomplish their aim. In addition
the theories suffered from other faults. In this final section I shall attempt to find a
person affecting utilitarian theory that supports NA.
I believe that there is a way that existing person affecting utilitarianism can be
adjusted so that NA is supported. In most cases, utilitarians hold that what makes a
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right act right is that it produces the maximum possible net benefit. It is strange that
EPAU theories determine the moral status of sharing a doughnut with a friend and
creating a person in the same way. Only the utilities of those who exist at the time of
the act are counted When we speak of beneficiaries, we normally mean existing
people whom our acts positively affect. One way to improve EPAU theories is to
extend the concept of a beneficiary to account for the fact that causing someone to
exist is a unique act. It is unique because there is no recipient existing at the time of the
act, yet it benefits the person created The value of the act can be positive when the
person created positively affects others. It can also be positive when the act creates an
agent who has a valuable life himself. Where a person would have a miserable life, the
act creating him is a harm This approach is a departure from the tenets of
consequentialism and our conventional use of "benefit", however it shows promise in
helping the person-affecting views
.
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There are several ways this view could be developed First, the value associated
with creating someone with a life worth living could be the same as the net value of the
experiences that person has over a lifetime. For someone with a miserable life, the
disvalue associated with creating him would amount to the net disvalue of the misery
he experiences in that life. We can call this the “creation value” of the act. We could
also define the creation value to be part of the person’s lifetime utility level. Having the
good luck to be bom into a loving family with the resources to give a child a good start
in life is more valuable than being bom into a family lacking in resources and the
interest in raising children. Another approach would define the value of the act of
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creation as the extent to which a person’s genetic composition contributes to that
person’s lifelong utility levels 45 Currently one of the most researched areas of science
is the search to determine which diseases have a genetic cause, which have a genetic
predisposition, and which are unrelated to one's genetic make-up. It seems reasonable
to claim that at least some of a person's happiness may be due to a healthy genetic
make-up. Let's refer to the first approach as the full-value view, and the second two
approaches as part-value views.
There are two ways we could formulate person-affecting utilitarianism so that it
incorporated the notion that the act of creating a person has a value or disvalue
.
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First, let us devise the conceptual apparatus with which we can formulate the views
We have defined the EPU of an act as the total net utility that would be experienced as
a result of that act by those existing at the time the act is done Let's define the
creation value of an act, or C-value, as the net value of the act insofar as it causes
someone to exist.
C-value. The creation value of act a at time t, C(a), =df the sum of the
contributions a makes to those who have worthwhile lives who come into
existence as a result of a less the sum of the contributions a makes to those
who have miserable lives who come into existence as a result of a.
Understanding "contribution" is crucial to understanding an act's c-value. First, the
contribution is a quantity of utility. I have sketched several ways that a contribution
can be fleshed out. The quantity can be the full-value of the net utility of the created
person's life, or it could be a portion of the net utility he enjoys over a lifetime, or it
could be that part that has its origin in his genetic make-up. In the first case, the
175
contribution is positive if and only if the person who comes into existence has a
worthwhile life, and negative whenever the person experiences more pain than pleasure
over a lifetime. It seems to me that the part-value thesis gives rise to the possibility
that the c-value associated with an act can be positive, yet the person has a miserable
life due to bad luck and bad decisions. The c-value of the creation of a person could
also be negative In cases like the miserable child, this would be true. The child’s
rnisety was due to genetic defects It seems to me that the part value thesis is more
appealing than the full-value approach.
We should also like to keep in mind that some acts contribute to the existence
of others in indirect ways People often meet those whom they marry in college
Imagine a single sex college deciding whether to admit students of both genders
Surely different people will meet and have children if it is decided that the school
should become a co-ed institution The decision to admit both genders creates no one,
but contributes in a small way to marriages and the creation of families. The C-value
quantifies an act's contribution in this regard. We can include these indirect effects in
the c-value as well.
We can change EPAU to include the c-value of the act. The obvious person-
affecting approach using this concept is the following:
CB1 : Act X is right for agent A to do at time t iff there is no alternative y open
to A at t such that EPU(y) + C(y) > EPU(x) + C(x).
On CB1, an act is right if it optimizes the sum of two values, the existing person utility
and the creation value of the act. No alternative has a higher sum of those two values.
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Keep in mind that this is an odd theory. EPU(x) is defined as the total net utility that
would be experienced as a result of x by those who exist when X is performed The
creation value is the net contribution x makes towards the lives of those who exist as a
result of x.
This theory may appear attractive, but again it fails to support NA. Suppose
the happy child's happiness is due in part to his genetic make-up Even if this child's net
effects on others came to zero, it would be right to have a happy child on this theory,
and wrong to avoid having it. 47 We are obligated to have this child because the C-value
of having him is positive and the C-value of not doing so is zero, and the EPU values
are identical. With respect to other problems, CB1 fares better than previous
theories. 48 Narveson’s first conviction is not supported
Perhaps we can take a slightly different route to supporting NA and find a
better way of thinking about existing person affecting utilitarianism. Consider those
who exist when an act is done and those who would result from an act. Is there an
alternative that would have been better for them9 If so, then the act is wrong. If not,
then the act is right.
A concrete example will help. A community is deciding between two
population policies, A and B. The A people are those who exist ifA is done, the B-
people are those who exist ifB is done. Over many generations, A and B will lead to
completely different populations. At some point, no particular person will exist who
would have existed on the other outcome. In the near future, there will be considerable
overlap between the populations. For example, all those who exist at the time of the
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choice between A and B are common to both sets. Those who come to exist just after
the time of the decision are identical Over time, the number of people who would exist
no matter which policy is adopted will shrink to zero.
A better way to find the moral status ofA consistent with the spirit ofEPAU is
to consider how the A-people would have fared under B Would the sum of the EPU
and C values of the A population been higher if B were done? Obviously not all the A-
people would experience any utility at all under B - after some time none of the A-
People are also B-people, but on the existing person approach, these people don't
matter anyway. To formulate this theory, we must employ a quantity related to the
EPU and the c-value. EPU(x) is the existing person utility of act x. This is the net
utility accrued by those who exist when x is done Let us define the existing person
utility of y for the x-people, EPU(y/x), as the utility that would come to the x people if
y were to occur instead of x.
For any two alternatives x and y, EPU(y/x) =df the total net utility that would
be experienced by those who exist when x is performed if y were performed instead.
For any two alternatives x and y, C(y/x) =df the net contribution y would make
to those who come into existence as a result of x.
To determine EPU(y/x) we take all those existing at the time x would be performed and
sum up their net utility on y. EPU(x) means the same thing as EPU(x/x). Similarly,
C(y/x) is the creation value of act y for the X-people. Here we take those who would
exist as a result of x and consider what their c-value would have been if y had been
done instead. The c-values arising from those who would exist ifx were done but not
y would not make any difference to C(y/x). Those who come to exist no matter what
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we do would alter C(y/x) and C(x/y). Once the population overlap diminishes to zero,
C(y/x) will not change.
The intuition of this view is this: one thing that makes a right act right is that we
could not make those existing at the time of the act or will exist as a result of what we
do any better off. They would not have fared better on another alternative. 49
CB2: Act x is right iff for any alternative y to x, EPU(x/x) + C(x/x) >
EPU(y/x) + C(y/x). 50
On this approach it will turn out that there can be several right acts, in cases such as
these it will turn out that we can choose from among the right alternatives.
Let’s consider an example to see how this theory works. The following chart
shows populations as lettered columns. The alternatives are rows, and lifetime utility
levels are entered in the grid The populations could be individuals, generations or
populations that exist over a any period of time. Groups A and B exist at the time X or
Y will be enacted The C group will come into existence no matter which act is carried
out. D exists only ifY is done and E exists only ifX is done.
Table 4. An Example for CB2.
A B C D E
X 10 10 10 40
Y 15 15 40 10
Which act is right? For the purposes of this discussion, let’s accept the part-value
thesis for the creation value of an act, and set the percentage at 50%. EPU(x/x) is the
utility that would come to the x-people if x were done. This sum would be 20, 10 for
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A and 10 for B. No other group exists at the time X would be done. C(x/x) is l/2 of C
and E s total, or 25, so EPU(x/x) + C(x/x) = 45. To check to see if the x-people would
fare better on y, we would calculate EPU(y/x) and C(y/x). The quantities are 30 and
20 respectively. This means EPU(y/x) + C(y/x) > EPU(x/x) + C(x/x), so x is not right.
Is y right? EPU(y/y) = 30 and C(y/y) = 25 for a sum of 55. To check to see if y is
right we need to see if x would treat the y people better. EPU(x/y) - 20 and C(x/y) = 5
for a sum of 25. Since there is no better alternative for the y people, y is right. It is
important to see that when one calculates EPU(y/x), one takes those who would be
existing when x is done and calculate the utility they would receive if y were done
instead C(y/x) is 50% of the lifetime utility level that would be received following y by
those who exist at the time x were done or would exist as a result of x
CB2 yields some encouraging results. Consider the couple who would have the
happy child. Table 5. By hypothesis, the happy child has no net affect on others.
Consider the following chart where P, and P2 are the prospective parents of the happy
child, E. Previously existing and affected parties are C and D. H is the act of having
the happy child, ~H is the act of not having him.
Table 5. The Happy Child
P2 C D E
H 15 15 10 10 50
10 10 15 15
By hypothesis, the happy child has a neutral effect on others, so EPU(h/h) = EPU(~h/h)
= EPU(h/~h) = EPU(~h/h). If there is any difference in these alternatives it will be in
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the creation values of the acts. Only H has a potentially existing person who is
affected. C(h/h) = 25, and C(~h/h) = C(~h/~h) = C(h/~h) = 0. Since ~h is not better
for the h people, h is right. However, h is not better for the ~h people, so ~h is right as
well Since each alternative is right, it seems that we have a theory that supports
Narveson’s idea that the parents are not obligated either way when it comes to having
the happy child
Consider the case of the miserable child, Table 6. The alternatives open to the
parents are m, having him, and ~m, not having him The following chart gives a
feasible set of utilities for this case.
Table 6. The Miserable Child
Pi P 2 C D E
H 15 15 10 10 -20
~H 10 10 15 15
Again the child produces no net affect on others who exist at the time of the decision,
so EPU(m/m) is equivalent to EPU(m/~m) and EPU(~m/m) So, to determine ifm is
worse than ~m, we need to see if C(m/m) < C(~m/m). Causing the miserable child to
exist has a negative C value, C(m/m) = - 10 and C(~m/m) = 0. This entails that m is
not right. It is not true that C(~m/~m) < C(m/~m). The two amounts are equal to
zero. This makes ~m right and the only right act in this situation.
It may seem that we have finally discovered a person-affecting view that
accommodates NA and Narveson’s three convictions. This is not exactly the case.
CB2 is not a complete ethical theory. It contains a definition of rightness, but gives no
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direction in determining what one’s obligations are. On most theories one is obligated
to perform a best alternative, and a natural definition for a “best” alternative is a right
act that has no better.
Act x is a best alternative iff x is right and there is no right alternative y to x
such that EPU(y/y) + C(y/y) > EPU(x/x) + C(x/x).
The requirement for “best” is that x treats the X-people at least as well as any right
alternative y treats y’s population This is a natural position to take, but then we would
lose an important result for this theory. This definition would imply that we are
obligated not to have the miserable child, and that we are obligated to have the happy
child NA is not fully supported.
Imagine that some time in the future the population begins to decline and
museums and concert halls are closing due to a lack of interest. 51 Society can either
continue the present course, or enlarge the population to the point where there is
enough interest to maintain the fine arts. This policy is known as Expand, and the first
policy is Reduce. Consider Table 7. A and B are those who exist when the decision is
made. C comes into existence following the act and exists on both outcomes, D, E, F,
and G exist following only one outcome.
Table 7. Expand or Reduce
A B C D E F G
R 10 8 6 6
E 12 16 20 20 20 20
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On this diagram, which is one way the example could be, EPU(R/R) + C(R/R) =18 +
6 = 24, EPU(E/R) + C(E/R) = 38, EPU(E/E) + C(E/E) = 68, and EPU(R/E) + C(R/E)
= 21 This means that the policy to reduce is not right, and the expand policy is right.
One is obligated to expand since it is the only right alternative. Ifwe follow Expand,
there will be enough people to support certain cultural activities, so those R-people
who would exist on both outcomes would be better off under Expand Thus, CB2
seems adequate to the task of supporting only some of Narveson's views about
populations.
CB2 does not fare well against the remaining objections to person-affecting
views. These objections were the end of humanity, the Identity Objection, the Absurd
Conclusion, 52 and problems concerning the Repugnant Conclusion. Here I would like
to sketch one example, the end of humanity.
CB2 yields indeterminate results when applied to the case of the end of
humanity. In this case a given population is deciding whether to continue the human
race or not. On CB2, it would be permissible to allow the human race to die out even
if those who would come to exist would have very happy lives. This is because we are
not obliged but only permitted to have a happy child, we can do so or not as we
choose. If we all chose not to have children, there could be no moral objection on CB2.
We would be obligated not to continue the human race if our offspring would be
miserable. 53 Thus, CB2 implies that at worst, we could be obliged to end the human
race, at best we may do so. This is basically the same result as that implied by EPAU.
This is unacceptable.
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There is a final objection to this view. 54 This objection corresponds to previous
difficulties with person-affecting views and inconsistent moral evaluations of
alternatives. Recall the case of Couple A, who elected to have a child in spite of the
fact that they knew it would experience more misery than pleasure in life. Imagine that
on the same day that Couple A is deciding whether to have a miserable child, Couple B
is making the same decision. Consider the following two outcomes, on which all of the
same people exist and have worthwhile lives of the same quality except for the two
potential children. We can use the same utilities as we used in the case of the miserable
child.
A: Couple A has their child, and Couple B never has any children.
B: Couple B has their child, and Couple A never has any children.
CB2 implies that A is not right since B is better for the A people than A is. It is also
true that B is not right since A is better for the B people than B is. There is no right
alternative in this case This is unacceptable It cannot be true that no alternatives are
right.
5.6 Conclusions
In this chapter I have considered several forms of popular theories that hold
that what makes an act right or wrong are the effects that it has on the interests of
people who exist. We began with a fairly simple and defective view that we need only
be concerned with the utilities our acts produce on existing people. I raised four
objections to this view. In revising this approach to meet the objections, we found
several intuitions that a satisfactory view would have to support. This included an
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asymmetry in our obligations concerning creating happy children and creating miserable
ones. After sorting out several views that did not support this asymmetry, we finally
found one that came close to supporting this view. This theory suffers from many of
the same objections that the simplest person-affecting theory suffered from, and in
addition it was incomplete
I conclude that the person-affecting view is not capable of dealing with the
problems in this area, and ought to be rejected. We will have to turn elsewhere ifwe
want a theory that solves some persistent problems of populations.
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In recent articles, Narveson appears to be somewhat frustrated by the
criticism that he has failed to formulate a theory that supports his asymmetry. He
presses the following view.
If you don't have a child who would have been happy, then nobody can
reproach you for having deprived him of happiness, for there simply won't be
anyone to do it. But if you do do it, and he is unhappy, then he can reproach
you for having done it. (Narveson, 1973, p. 69. See also 1973, p. 68, and 1978,
pp. 43, 47, 50).
The central point is that in one case we have a complainant, and in the other we do not.
If any child a couple would have would be happy, yet they decide not to have it, there
will never be a person whose happiness has been in any way diminished by the couple's
decision. No one will exist who may complain that he has a lowered happiness level as
a result of their actions. However, ifwe can reasonably foresee that a child would be
miserable, then there will be someone who can complain that he is experiencing more
pain and unhappiness than ifwe had not created him. We caused this unhappiness, and
ifwe had not created him, no one would be around to complain about his miserable life.
In the first case, no one lost happiness, so the act cannot be wrong. I call this the
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Complainant Theoiy of moral obligation. This view of obligation is popular. See
eichenbach,1992. In some respects this view resembles features of rights-based moral
theories,, see Judith Jarvis Thomson The Realm of Rights A definition of "obligation”
on this view would be something like:
0 Agent X is obligated to do act Y only if ifX fails to bring about Y, then
someone will exist who can reproach X for failing to fulfill his obligations.
is principle gives a necessary condition for the existence of an obligation on X's part
Presumably a complete definition of "obligation" would include some information thatY affects others at least as well as any alternative open to X, and so on
1 believe that this is not an acceptable approach to these problems. The role of
the complainant is crucial IfO is true, then the following considerations also hold If
a couple does not have a happy child, no one will exist to be gratefiil for their parent's
sacrifices. Similarly if we fail to create the miserable child, no one can commend us for
having spared him the pain and suffering of a difficult life. In the first case, no one will
exist to blame us if we do not have the happy child, but ifwe do, someone may praise
us. In the second case, if we have the miserable child, someone can blame us for
having him, but no one can praise us for doing our duty and failing to have him
(Spngge p. 338). Why not conclude that we are obligated to have the happy child and
not have the miserable child? In addition, this approach does not solve the original
problems ofEPAU, the Repugnant Conclusion, the Identity Objection, and the end of
humanity are still difficulties One might also object that the use of "reproach", like
using blame" or "praise", is unacceptable. These concepts contain an evaluative
component, they cannot be used to define a moral evaluative term A definition using
this term would be circular.
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In response to these and other objections, Narveson offers another
explanation. If, on one course of action, we can see that there will arise an insoluble
problem, then that is a reason for not beginning the course of action in the first place.
This is true when it comes to increasing the population. Since it is not possible to fulfill
our duties to miserable people, it is wrong to act in such a way that their existence is a
consequence ("Moral Problems of Population" pp. 70-71). This is another fruitless
proposal If we were beginning to invest in building a massive project, for example the
Defense Department's Strategic Defense Initiative, and we could foresee that the
technology required was inconsistent with the laws of physics (as some scientists
claim), then it would be prudent not to pursue the proposal. However, in the context of
moral theory, it is difficult to see what the "insoluble problem" is. The miserable person
would not have a life as good as the others. Perhaps Narveson is relying on his first
version of utilitarianism, "If a person exists, he should be as happy as possible". But
the miserable person is as happy as he can be. Perhaps the insolubility lies in the fact
that Narveson actually believes that "If a person exists, he should be happy." This is not
a moral theory at all, nor is it implied by any of the views considered.
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Parfit calls this the view that "causing to exist can benefit".
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Narveson, 1978, p. 48.
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Narveson rejects this approach due to the problem of assigning a utility value
to the state of nonexistence. I think he conllises two different problems here (1978 p
There are other reasons to reject this theory. Parfit claims that CB1 and the
full-value view yield the same results as impersonal totalism. In particular, they lead to
the Repugnant Conclusion (Reasons and Persons p.400).
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This view seems to give an acceptable answer to the end of humanity
objection (Objection 3), but it does not solve the Repugnant Conclusion, or at least a
closely related problem (Objection 5). The Identity Objection would be difficult to
evaluate, but it could yield the result that Depletion was right and Conservation wrong
(Objection 4).
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Another reading is this: if a choice is not worse for anyone who ever lives,
then the choice is not wrong. This version is not equivalent. This one says that if
someone would be better off on another alternative, then the first alternative is wrong.
This is ludicrous. It seems to imply that everything is wrong.
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This view resembles Parfit's Narrow Principle and the idea that causing
someone to exist can be a benefit (Reasons and Persons
, pp 525-6, n .32).
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Following Narveson's suggestion (1967, p. 71).
52 CB2 does not solve the Absurd Conclusion Here is a slightly more
complicated version of the example used to establish the Absurd conclusion against
EPAU earlier. In this example, doing x distributes utility to three of four equally sized
generations in the population. The populations are A, the current generation, B, a
generation that will exist no matter what we do, C, the generation that will exist only if
x comes about, and D, the generation that exists only if ~x comes about. The utility
level are diagramed
Alternative A B C D
X 100 30 20
30 20 100
The choice between x and ~x involves a simple redistribution of utility levels. A look
at the math involved indicates that x is right and ~x is not right. EPU(x/x) + C(x/x) =
125, while EPU(~x/~x) + C(~x/~x) = 90. Since EPU(~x/x) + C(~x/x) = 40, and
EPU(x/~x) + C(x/~x) =115, there is no better alternative for the x-people, whereas
there is a better alternative for the ~x people. Again, this example shows that CB2
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suffers from the Absurd Conclusion.
Suppose we could foresee that due to the effects of ecological destruction,
our children would have happy lives, but our grandchildren would suffer from
environmentally caused diseases. This kind of outcome would complicate the problem
but I believe that we would not be permitted to have the happy child in this case.
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Reasons and Persons
, p 395.
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CHAPTER 6
TWO SOLUTIONS
In this chapter I will turn to a presentation and analysis of two possible
solutions to the problems considered at length in this dissertation These views are
Perfectionism and Geometrism. In the following chapter I will consider Asymptotic
Bounded Totalism. The first view is Parfit's, the second is a suggestion of Theodore
Sider, and the third view is my own. Perfectionism is the only view Parfit indicates that
might be able to solve some problems of populations. It is nowhere fully developed,
and is suggested in only one place. Geometrism is included here because it is an
example of an unusual axiology that avoids the Repugnant Conclusion and implies
MAP I intend to show that neither of these views is acceptable In the following
chapter I present my own axiology, a view I call Asymptotic Bounded Totalism, or
ABT This view combines many of the good features of totalism and averagism. I will
argue that ABT is the best axiology for a consequentialist concerned about populations
to hold
6. 1 Perfectionism
The first solution I will consider is the only solution implied or suggested by
Parfit himself.
1
This solution is known as "perfectionism". The motivation behind this
axiology' is to create a theory on which a decline in the utility enjoyed by well-off
people is valued in such a way that no increase in the number of those who are worse-
off could make up for it. In the section that follows I present this view.
One suggestion that tries to explain the Repugnant Conclusion is this. 2 It is
hard to believe that Z is better than A because "most of the good things in life are
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lost
.
1,3 Somewhere between A and Z, the best things in life must have disappeared
.
4
Many consider the best things in life to be the pleasures enjoyed by creative activity,
high quality aesthetic experiences, and the most enjoyable relationships between
people
.
5 For example, when we compare B with A, we are comparing a world where
some significant, high quality experience is missing. For example, we might be
comparing a world where Mozart's music has been lost (B) with a world that still
retains his music (A) In B, Haydn's music is still being performed, in C it is lost, and
we are left with the works of lesser composers. Though more people exist in C, and
enjoy some musical experiences of a lesser quality, we might deny that this is a better
outcome since it entails the loss of a better quality experience. "We might claim that,
even if some change brings a great net benefit to those who are affected, it is a change
for the worse if it involves the loss of one of the best tilings in life ."6 I will refer to this
view as Perfectionism.
Note that up to this point I have used the terms "quality", "average", "average
level of value", and "average utility" synonymously. As previously described, this is
the net value of the outcome of an act divided by the number of people who would live
if the act were done. These terms have been understood to mean "net quantity of utility
per life lived". I haven't differentiated between kinds of pleasure. It has been assumed
that all pleasures received from different experiences, as well as pleasures and pains, are
commensurable. The suggestion of the previous two paragraphs is that this is not the
case. Now we are using the term "quality" in a different sense. Experiences of a
certain type cause pleasures in those enjoying the experience. Quality is a characteristic
of the pleasures we enjoy as a result of our experiences. Quality is a characteristic of
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our sensations that is distinct from the intensity or duration or frequency of a pleasure.
Each pleasure has a quality, intensity and duration associated with it
This view does not entail that no pleasures are commensurable. Possibly there
are just a few qualities, and pleasures in the same qualitative group are commensurable
For example, we might put the pleasures derived from the best performances of
Beethoven or Mozart in the highest category. In the second best category’ we might
put the quality of the pleasure one enjoys from mediocre performances of Beethoven
and excellent performances of lesser composers, Salieri, for example
.
7
This suggestion
may help solve the Repugnant Conclusion in the following way. As the qualitative
difference increases between pleasures enjoyed in a smaller, high quality world and the
pleasures of a larger, low quality world, it seems less likely that the larger world would
be considered preferable If it only meant the loss of the pleasures of a bad
performance of Ravel's Bolero, a larger world with a higher net total utility might be
better. However, the qualitative difference in experience between a small world with
excellent performances of Beethoven and a larger world with only bad performances of
Ravel's Bolero might be such that the smaller world is better *
Precisely formulating this view is a challenge. On this version of Perfectionism,
some experiences give rise to pleasures of a distinctly higher quality than pleasures
from other experiences. For this view to accomplish what it is supposed to, there must
be at least two quality levels. Let us suppose that there are exactly two levels.
Following Parfit's example, the enjoyment of well-played music from Mozart falls into
the higher level. The pleasure received from muzak falls into the lower level. The
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Perfectionistic View amounts to the claim that no increase in the total value of the
lower quality pleasures will make up the loss of a high quality pleasure
.
9
First, on this axiology there are two levels of quality These are the best kind of
pleasure and the normal kind of pleasure. Experiences that cause the first category of
pleasure are the finest type of creative, aesthetic, and personal experience. Listening to
a Mozart symphony, the satisfaction derived from painting, and the enjoyment w’e get
from close friendships are examples of this type of experience. The normal kind of
pleasure is of a lesser quality - examples of experiences causing pleasures at this
qualitative level include listening to an indifferent performance of a mediocre musical
piece, sitting through a fair poetry reading, and dealing with a difficult colleague on a
committee
For any alternative open to us, bringing about that alternative can cause various
episodes of pleasure and pain. For the purposes of argument, let us focus on pleasures.
Those pleasures could be of the best quality or a normal quality. Each episode of
pleasure that would occur if an act were performed has a particular value and one of
two quality levels. If we sum up the total value of the episodes of high quality
pleasures resulting from an act, we get the H value of an act. For any act A, this could
be given by H(A). The sum of the values of the episodes of low quality pleasures act A
causes would be given by L(A). The H and L quantities cannot be summed. They are
two distinct, incommensurate qualities that are associated with any act.
We need a principle that defines a "better than" relation for alternatives. The
crucial result here has to be that when alternatives are compared, an alternative with a
lower H-value than another alternative can never be as good as the second alternative
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no matter how big the L values in either alternative are. No amount of the lower
pleasures can make up the loss of a higher pleasure. The following definition entails this
result.
P. Alternative A is better than alternative B iff 1) H(A) > H(B) or 21 if Hf At =
H(B), then L(A) > L(B).
On this view there are two ways that alternative A, can be better than A, One way
occurs when the total value of the high quality pleasures in is greater than the total
value of the high quality pleasures in A2 . L values are irrelevant By the second
provision, if the total value of the high quality pleasures is the same, then the better
outcome is the one that has a greater sum of low quality pleasures. On this view, in
many cases, it does not matter how the L quantities of two outcomes compare. Where
one outcome has a higher H level, that will be the better of the two. If neither A, nor
A2 is better than the other, then it is natural to think that they are equally valuable.
"Worse than" is also easily defined.
P2: Alternative A is equivalent in value to alternative B iff 1) it is false that A
is better than B and 2) it is false that B is better than A.
P3: Alternative A is worse than B iffB is better than A
On this view, not all pleasures are commensurable If H(A) > H(B), there is no
possible value for L(B) that would make B better than A.
The implications of this view for the Repugnant Conclusion are explained in the
following passage.
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Return next to A and B Suppose that all the best things in life are, in B, better
The people in B are all worse off than the people in A only because they each
have many fewer of these things In B, for example, people can hear good
music only a few times in their lives; in A they can often hear music that is
nearly as good. If this were the difference between A and B, I would cease to
believe that B would be worse 10
There are several possible interpretations of this passage. One way of interpreting it is
this. The total value of the high quality experiences in B is greater than the total value
of the high quality experiences in A So, H(B) is greater than H(A) The A-people
have many valuable experiences. In B, there are fewer episodes of these pleasures per
person, but the sum total of the high quality pleasures are greater in B than they are in
A H(B)>H(A), so B is the better outcome. B can be better than A due to quality.
This view is presented with the intention of avoiding the Repugnant Conclusion,
so it must be the case that Z is worse than A, H(Z) < H(A) It is false that some
number of people living at a lower Z-level would make Z better than A even if the
average level of utility in Z were just barely positive. Somewhere in the comparisons
leading to Z, the larger alternative is actually worse 11 For the purposes of argument,
let's assume this happens in the comparison between C and B. It must be the case that
one difference between C and B is that the best pleasures in C are qualitatively lower
than the best pleasures in B, H(C) = 0 and H(B) > 0. It could also be the case that the
quantity of the best pleasures is lower in C than they are in B. So H(B)>H(C), and C is
worse than B. If H(B) is greater than the H values for the other alternatives, B is the
best outcome of all.
P seems to formulate an axiology consistent with the passages cited However,
it is difficult to see how this response is to be understood. It is appropriate to wonder
197
Figure 1 1. H Values of A, B, and C.
how we are to interpret the diagrams we have been using to represent populations in
light of P. Until now we have thought of the area of the rectangle as a diagram
showing the total utility of a population. This is no longer the case since we have
distinguished two qualitative levels, and their total quantities are not commensurable.
Perhaps we should have considered a diagram that shows only the H values for the
alternatives used in the argument. Ifwe remove the L values, a diagram that supports
the axiology might look like figure 11. Since the H value of B is the greatest of all the
alternatives, B is better than the others, and the best of all the alternatives.
I believe this suggestion sidesteps the issues raised by the Repugnant
Conclusion in a way that makes it appear that the problem has been solved, when it has
not. Reconsider the original diagram supplied for the Repugnant Conclusion. This
diagram represented population horizontally, average utility vertically, and the total
utility is represented by the area of the rectangle. Suppose instead that the vertical axis
represented the average H value received by a member of a population. The rectangles
would indicate that H(Z) is the greatest, and Z is the best outcome of all. The best
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kinds of high quality experiences exist in Z, but they are very thinly spread. Perhaps
once in a lifetime each Z-citizen hears a phrase from a Mozart symphony. It is very
well played, but otherwise his life has no pleasures. The point of the Repugnant
Conclusion still stands - we believe that it is not always possible to outweigh a loss in
the average quality of life (in this case the average H-value) by the existence of a
greater number of people at the new lower level.
The same point can be made with a different assumption Imagine that the best
things in life can no longer be experienced no matter what happens. H(A) = H(B) =
= H(Z) = 0. Assume that the original diagram shows the total L values of each
outcome. Again, the best outcome on P is Z L(Z) is the greatest there, and again we
have preferred the lowest average because the large number of people existing there
was sufficient to make Z the most valuable outcome Since the Repugnant Conclusion
is also a problem for P, now we should consider a different axiological approach
There is a second method of interpreting Parfit's suggestion When he discusses
this theory, he generally does not use the vocabulary and techniques common to
totalism He does not discuss quantities of value of episodes of pleasure at a high (or
low) qualitative level. The theory might amount to the claim that world 1 is better than
world 2 if and only if the quality of the best episode of pleasure experienced in world 1
is higher than the quality of the best episode of pleasure in world 2. We have a hard
time believing that Z is better than A because the good things in life are missing in Z. 12
Z is worse than A because there are none of the qualitatively superior pleasures derived
from the best aesthetic experiences. The great masterpieces have been lost. The music
of Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven and Bach no longer exists, so no one can enjoy the
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experience of listening to them. Mediocre works have also disappeared In the fine
arts, all that remains are a few measures of muzak. We might claim that the larger
world is the worse only when the quality of the best pleasures in the larger world is less
than the quality of the best pleasures in the smaller alternative. "We might claim that,
even if some change brings a great net benefit to those who are affected, it is a change
for the worse if it involves the loss of one of the best things in life.” 13
This interpretation is different from the approaches considered thus far. On this
approach, to compare two alternatives we compare the quality of the episodes of
pleasure the population that exists on that outcome would receive. Here we shall
depart from the two level quality approach of P. Now we imagine that an act can result
in several episodes of pleasure, each might have a different level of quality associated
with it. It is not important if only one person in 10 billion receives a moment of
pleasure of a particular quality level, or if everyone often enjoys pleasures of the same
type. For any given alternative, we can itemize the quality of the pleasures received by
those who exist in that outcome in descending order of quality. This can be thought of
as alternative A's quality list, Q(A). If there are n different quality levels of the
episodes of pleasure that follow from doing A, then Q(A) is an n-tuple of quality levels,
each level corresponds to the quality of the experience of at least one person who exists
ifA is done. Different outcomes have different n values depending on the variety of
distinct qualitative experiences had by the population that would exist if the outcome is
brought about. Suppose that for A, n = 5, then Q(A)= (al,a2,a3,a4,a5). ”A1"
indicates the level of quality of the best type of pleasure that would be experienced ifA
were done.
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Please note that a2 is not the total quantity of the pleasures at the second best
qualitative level that would be experienced ifA were carried out. Rather, a2 is simply
the second best qualitative level of pleasure that would be experienced ifA were done.
This is not a totalistic approach Summing quantities is not a part of the axiology.
Comparing two alternatives is relatively easy. Beginning with the best quality
level, we compare successive quality levels until a difference is found. To compare A
with B, then we compare al with bl, then a2 with b2, and so on. If al is better than
bl, then A is better than B. If the quality of the best pleasure that would occur ifA
were done is the same as the quality that would occur if B were done, that is if al = bl,
then we consider a2 and b2. We continue in this fashion, comparing quality levels at
successive n values until the q value for one alternative exceeds the corresponding q
value in the other alternative.
P2: Alternative A is better than alternative B iff 1) alof Q(A) is q-better than bl
°f Q(B), or 2) if, for some x and for all n less than x, an = bn and ax is q-better
than bx.
Consider an example Parfit suggests There are two alternatives to choose from, A and
B. A contains many episodes of pleasure at a very good quality level. B contains some
episodes of pleasure of a very good quality, but also a few experiences of an
outstanding quality level - better than any experience in A. P2 entails that B is better
than A.
There can be alternatives that differ only with respect to lower quality levels.
P2 gives us a method of comparing alternatives on which some quality levels are
identical. Suppose we are comparing C and D, and cn = dn for n = 1 to 4, and c5 is q-
better than d5. P2 entails that C is better than D. P2 yields the important feature of
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Perfectionism that quantity does not matter in cases where one of the best things in life
is missing. At the fifth quality level, c5 is q-better than d5. This entails C is better than
D since in D one of the best things in life has disappeared.
One interpretation of the phrase "the best things in life are better in B" is that
the quality lists for the two alternatives do not match up. If it turns out that bl is better
than al, then P2 entails that B is better than A. If the best or one of the best B
experiences is lacking in C, and no experience in C is better than all those in B, then C
would be worse than B
I believe that P2 faces many objections and that it is entirely implausible. I shall
restrict my criticisms to cases where there are at most two quality levels experienced in
any alternative, high and low. Consider the following kind of case. On alternative Al,
1 0 billion people experience lives containing only high quality experiences, plus one
person whose experience consists only in low quality experiences. On A2, one person
exists who has one high quality experience, and a thousand exist with lives at the low
level. These are all the people who ever exist P2 entails that neither alternative is the
better outcome. Two quality levels are experienced in each outcome, and the levels are
identical so neither (1) nor (2) of P2 is satisfied - neither alternative is better than the
other. Clearly the first outcome is preferable. Many more people exist on that outcome
whose experiences are of a much higher quality. P2 does not yield the correct result in
this case.
A second problem exists that I believe is fatal to the theory, namely that the
view does not offer a way out of the Repugnant Conclusion. All we need to imagine is
that the Q-levels of the A and Z alternatives are identical. In A, suppose few people
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exist and their lives are filled with low quality experiences. In Z, there are a huge
number of people, and once in each person’s life they have a moment of low quality
experience. The remainder of their lives has neither positive nor negative value
Without that one experience, the net utility of their lives would be zero According to
P2, neither outcome is better than the other. With only one identical quality represented
on each outcome, the alternatives are not distinguishable on P2. Of course, the
intuition behind the Repugnant Conclusion is different. We believe that the notion that
Z is better than A is unacceptable. It does not seem to be that neither is better than the
other. It is not true that for every lower average, some number of people would make
it better that the higher average alternative These alternatives are clearly
distinguishable.
One response is to claim that P2 is not complete. The obvious improvement is
to add a clause indicating how we are to compare A and B if, for all n, an=bn. Totalists
would suggest that, beginning with n = 1, the total utility at each successive level be
compared. When the quantity at one quality level on one outcome exceeds the
quantity of the same level on another outcome, then the first outcome is better than the
second. P2 can be extended to include a third provision This improvement includes
the concept of the total utility at a particular quality level. Let's stipulate that T(ax) for
some x is the total quantity of utility at the x level in outcome A.
P3: Alternative A is better than alternative B iff 1) al of Q(A) is q-better than
bl of Q(B), or 2) if, for some x and for all n less than x, an = bn and ax is q-better
than bx, or 3) if for all x, ax = bx, then either i) T(al) > T(bl) or ii) for some x and
for all n < x, T(an) = T(bn) and T(ax) > T(bx).
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This refinement of P2 is initially appealing. Ifwe think that one of the repulsive
aspects of the Repugnant Conclusion is that some of the most delightful experiences in
life are missing, then we might be attracted by the notion of summing the value of the
experiences we have at differing quality levels. Ultimately this refinement fails since it
is incorporating totalism, the axiology that suffers from the Repugnant Conclusion. The
example just explained illustrates this problem. The quality levels exhibited in A and Z
are identical. The low level total T(al) will be quite high. Will there be some number
of people who could inhabit Z that would make Z better than A? Certainly. On this
example, the revised version of P3 would imply that Z is better than A. Our intuitions
find this unacceptable, so this view is false. 14
In this section I have set out two plausible ways of interpreting Parfit's
suggested solution of the Repugnant Conclusion Though we may have many more
questions and doubts concerning the completeness of this view, 15 I think we have seen
enough to justify rejecting this approach Even if we could work out some of the
problems presented, I think this view shows no hope of coming to a satisfactory
solution of the Repugnant Conclusion.
I have now considered the only possibility Parfit offers that might be thought to
solve the problems considered in the previous chapters. This suggestion is rather brief
and nowhere fully explained. I have interpreted his remarks in two different ways, and
formulated axiologies that seem to capture the central idea of each interpretation. I
believe that neither formulation is satisfactory. 16 Each implies unacceptable results in
simple cases, and neither succeeds in doing what it was supposed to do, avoid the
Repugnant Conclusion.
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6.2 Geometrism
In section four of chapter four, I gave good reasons for thinking that Theory X
does not exist. A theory that includes the Mere Addition Principle and AMA cannot
avoid the Repugnant Conclusion. Ifwe cling to the belief that the Repugnant
Conclusion ought to be avoided, and the argument in 4.4 is sound, then we ought to
either avoid MAP, AMA, or both. I think it will be helpful at this point to examine an
axiology that avoids the Repugnant Conclusion and accepts MAP. Consistent with the
discussion I have presented, Geometrism does not entail some of the intuitive results of
AMA. The idea of this approach is that it is always acceptable to add a person at a
very low level of utility rather than not, but it is not the case that some number of
people at a very low level of utility will make a highly populous outcome better than a
high average alternative. In fairness to Ted Sider, who authored this view, this theory
was not intended to solve any population problems. However, it is the only alternative
in print that does not fall to the Repugnant Conclusion
On Geometrism, the value of a world is the sum of the values contributed by all
who exist at that world However, the quantity a person contributes to the value of a
world is not the same as the net utility he would experience over a lifetime. The
intuition behind such a notion might be this. The first group of people at a given level
of utility is valuable. But as their numbers grow very large, the value each person
contributes to the value of an outcome diminishes. This might be thought of as a law
of diminishing returns for large populations. The 10 billionth person at a given level of
utility does not improve an outcome as much as the 1,000th does. One way to diminish
the contribution a person makes to the value of an outcome is by setting the value of
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her contribution equal to the utility she experiences divided by a number greater than 1
Let us assume that the total utility experienced by each person who would exist is
either zero or some positive number. To determine the value of an outcome, we
organize the utilities of all those who exist in descending order. In the case of ties, any
order will do. We shall refer to the utility of the ith person is u(i). As i increases, the
value of u(i) decreases or stays the same. However the contribution the ith person
makes to the outcome is not u(i) but u(i) divided by r to the i -
1 power for some value
of r greater than 1 The geometric value of a world w, GV(w), is given by the sum of
the contributions each individual makes to the outcome. This can be written as
follows.
GV(w) = u(i) + u (2 u(3 u ( 4
:
This also can be written as
GV(w) = £
i = i r
1 1
Geometrism simplifies to totalism at r = 1 . Ifwe think that GV(w) should be quite
close to totalism for low to moderate populations, then we should pick an r value quite
close to 1 . If we think that a person's contribution should diminish quite quickly, the
we should use an r further from 1 . For ease in demonstrating some of the features of
this axiology, I shall use r = 1 . 1 . In reality, I believe this value is high. The natural
definition for "better than" applies to this theory
World x is better than world y iff GV(x) > GV(y).
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Keep in mind that u( 1 ) is the life utility of the best off person in a given world, u(2) is
the utility of the next best off person to u(l), and so on. There is no temporal
requirement between u(l) individual and the u(2) individual. The value that the second
person contributes to the value of the world is u(2)lr x
,
and the value that the third
contributes is u(3)/r2
.
Consider the following example. Suppose that only five people will ever exist
on a given outcome, and their utilities are 100, 98, 96, 94, and 92 respectively. If
r = 1.1, the geometric value of this world is 482. The value contributed by the
individual receiving 96 units of utility is not 96, but 96 divided by r2
,
or 1.21 His
contribution is 79.3. If two or more individuals exist on an outcome, the geometric
value will be less than what the totalistic value would be The value of r determines the
rate at which one's contribution to the value of the outcome is diminished due to
population size and one's position in that population An r value very close to 1 slowly
diminishes the extra value of added people, an r value further from 1 accelerates this
process. This is because one's life utility is being divided by r to the power i - 1
. For
increasingly large i, the denominator increases and the value of u(i) divided by r to the
i - 1 decreases.
The interesting feature of evaluating worlds in this way is that for a world with
any number of people each having a positive life utility k, there is a limit to the value of
the world. This value is kr/(r-l). Notice that the formula does not contain any variables
representing the size of the population. This formula is a limit value. Though it is
counterintuitive to think that an ever-increasing number of people all having lives worth
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living cannot raise the value of a world above a certain level, there are benefits to this
axiological approach that are useful. Geometrism 17 is one such theory
It is not difficult to see that Geometrism avoids the Repugnant Conclusion.
Suppose the utility level of each member of the A population is 1,000 units, and 100
people inhabit that alternative. Geometrism avoids the Repugnant Conclusion if no
number of people at some very low utility level would make a world at that lower
average better than the A world If r =1.1, then GV(A) = 10,999. Suppose we could
create a world W where the average utility level of all those existing is 2. Would there
be some population at that level that would make W better than the A world with
which we began? No. This is because the limit on the geometric value of W is 22. No
number of people in W could make the geometric value ofw greater than or equal to
22. Since the low average world cannot be made better than the smaller, high average
alternative, Geometrism does not suffer from the Repugnant Conclusion. The
Repugnant Conclusion is thereby avoided
However, one might wonder about adding a person at level 2 to the high (A) or
low (W) average alternatives. Would this option improve the value of the population?
If the option is to do nothing, in both cases it would be better to add the person. This
is because his addition increases the geometric value of the world For any value of n,
2/1.1“ is positive, so the addition of that person increases the value of the world. In
fact, as long as the individual has a positive life utility, his addition to any population
would improve the value of the population. Increasing a population by mere addition is
always right. Geometrism is an axiology on which the Mere Addition Principle is
supported, and the Repugnant Conclusion is avoided.
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Thus we have an axiology with two interesting features: 1) the value of an
outcome increases as we add people even at a very low level of utility, and 2) it is not
true that we can always make the value of a low average world as large as we would
like For any outcome at a positive average level of utility, there is a limit to the value
that world could have Geometrism, however, yields some unacceptable results when
we consider AMA and some questions about redistribution.
Should we take this as a response to the population problems we have
considered? Might the right response be to adopt a theory that avoids the Repugnant
Conclusion and accepts MAP? I do not think so. There are two strong objections to
this theory. The first concerns moral averages, and the second concerns consistency.
The first problem is about averages Recall that the moral average of a
population is the level at which, if everyone were at that level, that outcome would be
equally as good as the given outcome It seems that on Geometrism, the moral average
of an outcome is actually higher than the mathematical average. Consider the following
distributions of utilities B: 100, 98, 96, 94, and 92. The mathematical average of these
individuals or groups is 96, but B's moral average is greater than 96. 19 For this
distribution, this does not seem right. The moral average ought to be less than the
mathematical average.
This may be written off as an anomaly of the calculation of a geometric value,
however it seems to me that any such response would not be sufficient. This is because
Geometrism has an interesting feature, it rewards inequality. Consider the distribution
C: 120, 100, 96, 92, and 72. The total for C is equivalent to B, and they have the same
number of individuals. C differs from B in that some of the utility of the worse off
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members has been redistributed to the better off group. Again the mathematical average
is 96, but GV(C) is actually greater than GV(B). The moral average of C is nearly 98.
This is a kind of reverse Robin Hoodism - it will always improve the value of a world if
we take from the poor and give to the rich. I find this to be an unacceptable result of
the way Geometrism calculates utilities. The reason for this is that 10 units of utility
added to the best off person increases the GV by 10 units. Increasing or decreasing the
utility of the 10th best off person by 10 units changes GV of the outcome by 4.24 if
r = 11 Taking from the poor to give to the rich does not seem right.
Let us turn to the Hermit objection. Suppose we have the option of creating a
person with a very low level of utility, below the average level of utility experienced by
others. In fact, his life is relatively short and he is in a constant struggle to survive.
The level of utility he would experience would be like that of a Z person. He would
live in a remote area, and would not alter the utilities of others. He would be a hermit.
The alternative to this is to do nothing. We do not have the option of creating a
happier person who would have a positive effect on others.
Would it be right to create the hermit? Totalism entails that we ought to create
the hermit, since doing so increases the total utility level, and the only option has no
effect. It would always be right to do so, regardless of the state of the world.
I believe that this is a confusing axiological position to take. We have a series
of puzzles. All concerned want to avoid the Repugnant Conclusion. It should not be
possible that some number of people existing in a world with a very low level of utility
would make that world better than a well populated world at a high level of utility. Z
should not be better than A. Fortunately Geometrism entails that A is better than Z.
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Yet at the same time some believe that it is always right to create the hermit, which
Geometrism also entails. It seems to me that this is an unacceptable inconsistency. It
is always right to create the hermit because any increase in the total utility level is an
improvement. This is true no matter what the size or average of the current population
happens to be. Suppose we could create many hermits. We could surely populate the
world with enough hermits so as to reduce the average of the world to a very low level
of utility. This world, which looks like A+, could have the size ofZ and an average
utility level ofZ Surely this cannot be right. It is hard to see why we would want to
avoid the Repugnant Conclusion, yet accept a view that generates Z-sized outcomes at
Z-averages. I find it unacceptable that a theory avoids the Repugnant Conclusion and
entails that it is always right to create the hermit
Why should we accept creating the hermit? As far as I can see, the only reason
one would have for thinking this is the following. Many are drawn to totalism due to
the intuition that it is better to have more of what is valuable. Whatever states of affairs
have value, the more of it, the better. It seems to me that this is not quite right, and the
Hermit case is a good example on which to clarify our intuitions.
Consider the following claims.
HI: It is always right to add a person to the world in cases where his life would
be barely worth living, he would have no effect on others, and our only option
is to do nothing.
H2: It is always right to add a small amount of utility to the world in cases
where we are not adding a new person, and our only option is to do nothing.
It is not difficult to imagine that HI and H2 would have the same effect on the total
utility level of the world When we reflect on HI and H2, we realize that we should
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revise our view that the more value, the better. HI and H2 are not equally plausible.
Utilitarians who believe that the Repugnant Conclusion should be avoided should
support H2 and reject HI Adding utility is a good thing, but if the amount of utility is
small and it requires the creation of a person who receives that utility, then in many
cases we ought not do the act. It is wrong to add the hermit in cases where the
population is large and the average level of utility is high. Once the population level is
high, it seems to me that the average level of utility is more important than the total
level of utility.
In this section, we have concluded our look at alternative theories by
considering a view on which the Repugnant Conclusion is avoided, but the MAP is not
avoided. Consistent with my earlier argument, Geometrism violates some of the basic
notions of equality in AMA It rewards inequality, and given a specific distribution, it
would support redistributions from the worse off to the better off members of a
population. Geometrism also advocates the creation of the hermit, a case essentially
like that of Mere Addition, a position I believe those who want to avoid the Repugnant
Conclusion should not support. We should support H2 and deny HI. Geometrism
supports both. I conclude that Geometrism does not solve the population problems I
have raised here. In the following chapter I shall show how the theory I propose solves
the problems I have considered.
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Endnotes
Parfit suggests that the Repugnant Conclusion can be avoided on some
versions of elitism (Reasons and Persons, p. 437, see also p 435). This is the view that
it is the condition of the best-off people that matters most (Parfit, 1986, p 163).
Parfit presents this as a way of avoiding the second version of the Repugnant
Conclusion presented in "Overpopulation and the Quality of Life" in Singer’s Applied
Eihics I have not presented this second version. Here I interpret his response as a way
of avoiding the original Repugnant Conclusion - which Parfit thinks it does
I
Parfit, 1986, p. 162.
4
Parfit, 1986, p 163.
5
Parfit, 1986, p 161 .
6
Parfit, 1986, p 163.
7
Parfit, 1986, p 163
x
"If such a claim is to have any plausibility, it must be made at the start We
must reject the change in which the music of Mozart is lost." Parfit 1986, 163.
9
Parfit, 1986, p 164.
10
Parfit, 1986, p 161-2.
II
Parfit, 1986, p 159-163
12
Parfit, 1986, p 162.
13
Parfit, 1986, p. 163.
14 P2 also appears susceptible to many of the standard objections to average
axiologies. One good objection can be formulated as follows. It could have turned out
that Adam and Eve were the only people who ever existed We can assume that their
lives were of the very highest quality. On another alternative, ten billion people exist,
each ofwhom have long lives filled with experiences that are nearly as good as those of
Adam and Eve. P2 entails that the first alternative is better than the second, since the
quality of the experience of Adam and Eve cannot be matched by any experience had
by any of the ten billion who would exist on the second outcome. In this case we would
clearly want to say that the second alternative is better than the first Even though a
certain level of experience is missing from the second alternative, we would still claim
that the second is better than the first
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15 One question is this. Suppose there are five quality levels on alternative X
and the same levels exhibited in alternative Y, plus one more that is slightly lower than
the others. How do we compare X and Y? X has no sixth level to compare with Y,
should id be the worse for that reason? The theory as it stands it incomplete since there
are cases it seems incapable of comparing.
16
See Ng 1989 n.9 for other criticisms See also David Heyd 1992, p.61, p.9.
17
Nearly every calculus textbook discusses the characteristics of geometric
sequences and series. The sum of n people at level k is k(r" - 1 )/r"
_1
(r- 1 ). This formula
appears complicated, but can be derived from the standard formula for the sum of the
first n terms of a geometric sequence As n approaches the infinite, this formula
reduces to kr/(r-l) For example, if r = 1.1, the geometric value of 10 people at a
level of 100 is 676, and the limit is 1100. See George Arfken Mathematical Methods
for Physicists (Orlando, Florida: Academic Press, 1985) cited by Sider, or Richard G.
Brown Advanced Mathematics (Boston, Massachusetts: Houghton Mifflin, 1975),
18 We can also do the opposite and reward outcomes at higher averages. This is
indicated in the following diagram. A third objection that I take to be extremely strong
against average utilitarianism seems to be thought by some to be an objection to
theories like mine (Hudson, pp. 130,131, n.6). I call this the sniper example. It seems
that it might be permissible to kill off people under the average in order to increase the
average level of utility. It seems to me that this is a good objection to average
utilitarianisms, but it does not hold against the theory I have presented here. A certain
population at a given level of utility is not always better than a higher population at a
lower level of utility.
19
Ifwe assume r = 1.1, five people would have to be at 96 38 in order for the
value to be the same is given distribution.
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CHAPTER 7
THE LUNAR VIEW
7 1 A Review of the Puzzles
In this chapter I shall present an axiology that I believe does the best at solving
some of the difficult puzzles of populations presented here. In addition to solving the
Repugnant Conclusion and resolving the Mere Addition Paradox in the most palatable
way, the axiologies I present will support our intuitions about other population
questions in a principled way. First, I shall review the progress thus far.
The Repugnant Conclusion is the central problem considered in this
dissertation. I considered a number of views that purport to show that the Repugnant
Conclusion need not be avoided since it is not morally unacceptable I presented and
analyzed the most cogent of these responses, and each was found wanting. It appears
that the unacceptability of the Repugnant Conclusion is based on sound reasoning. The
problem is serious and it should be avoided.
I considered the possibility that a person-affecting utilitarianism might avoid the
Repugnant Conclusion and supply a viable normative approach to population problems.
The fundamental idea of this theory is that we ought to do what is in the best interests
of those who exist and will exist no matter what we do. On this view, it might be
wrong to use a certain insulation in my home or a certain pesticide in my garden if it
would adversely affect the health ofmy future children. It is not the effect on my not-
yet-existing child that is important, but the pain I would experience in seeing my child’s
deteriorating health. Since I exist at the time of the act, the disutility that would come
to me in the future counts in determining the moral status of the act.
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The person-affecting approach is by far the most popular of the utilitarian
approaches to population problems. I argued in chapter five that this view is
unacceptable. It does not give sensible answers to simple questions, and it falls to the
Absurd Conclusion. Utilitarians should not advocate the person-affecting variety
Two remaining approaches have been found to be defective. Perfectionism,
Parfit's only suggested solution, and Geometrism. I do not believe Perfectionism is
acceptable. First, it gives unacceptable results in simple cases. Secondly, though it
might appear that this approach avoids the Repugnant Conclusion, I showed that it
does not. The axiology is subject to the Repugnant Conclusion in cases where all the
utility levels in an outcome are homogeneous.
Geometrism does no better. It violates some basic ideas about equality,
rewards increased inequality and supports redistributing utility from the least well off to
the best off individuals. In addition, the axiology I shall present will provide a better
response to the Mere Addition Paradox than Geometrism provides.
Figure 8 illustrates the populations involved in the Mere Addition Paradox.
The revised version of the puzzle is made up of the following claims.
51. A+ is not a-worse than A.
52. B is a-better than A+.
53. B is a-worse than A.
"A-better than" means “all things considered better than”. Since “a-better than” is
transitive, this paradox is a genuine problem. The conclusion that follows directly from
any two statements contradicts the third statement.
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The claim that should be doubted is SI The principle that Supports this claim is
MAP
MAP: For any two outcomes ol and o2 where o2 is related to ol by mere
addition, o2 is not a-worse than ol
.
MAP implies that even if mere addition results in a lower average or increased
inequality, this does not make the more populous outcome worse than the less
populous outcome.
I believe that MAP is incorrect. In addition, MAP is too broad and figure 1 is
misleading in so far as it is used to support MAP. Figure 8 shows an instance of MAP,
not the range of cases that MAP covers.
Consider the diagram in Figure 12 Each of the three alternatives begins with a
population similar to the A group in the Mere Addition Paradox. The extra people in
each case have widely varying levels of utility, the total utilities of extra people are
equivalent in each case The extra people in B+ are at the level of the worst off
population in the Repugnant Conclusion In C+, the extra people are at a modest level
of utility, in D+ the extra people are nearly as well off as the best off people.
MAP entails that in each case, the larger population is not a-worse than the A
group. I do not think that this is correct. For example, I think most people would say
that B+ is worse than A. This conviction resembles the intuition that Z is worse than A
in the Repugnant Conclusion. The inequality in B+ is regrettable. The extra people in
B+ live lives at a very low level of utility. No number of extra people at this minimal
standard of living could make B+ better than A. I also think that most would agree
that D+ is better than A. The extra people in D+ enjoy lives nearly as good as the A
217
Figure 12. Undermining the Mere Addition Principle
B+
—
i
—
C+ D+
group. Though there is inequality in D+, that inequality is slight, and everyone is at a
high level of utility. Many believe that the importance of equality fades as the utility
level increases. I believe that on reflection, most people would judge that D+ is a-
better than A, and B+ is a-worse than A.
Somewhere between B+ and D+ there will be cases where our considered
judgements differ. Consider C+. Many would think that the inequality in C+ is not
large, and the value that the extra people bring to the outcome outweighs the disvalue
due to the inequality or the reduced average their addition entails. These people would
judge that C+ is a-better than A. Others will think that C+ is a-worse than A, since the
inequality is significant and the average utility of the extra people is not high. People
with these convictions might put greater emphasis on equality at this level of utility.
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Either way, there will be some point between B+ and D+ where our considered views
will change on these Cases.
We cannot explain these convictions by appealing to MAP or a totalistic value
theory or Geometrism. MAP entails that B+ is not a-worse than A Geometrism
implies this result as well. This contradicts our judgement. The utility of the extra
people is the same in each case, so totalism entails that B+ is equivalent in value to C+,
which is equivalent to D+. Each is a-better than A. This does not coincide with our
views on these cases either.
Averagism also fails to explain these cases. On this view, B+ is a-worse than
C+ which is a-worse than D+. This is fine, but averagism also entails that D+ is a-
worse than A. Our view was that some point was reached in the neighborhood of C+
where adding extra people makes the outcome a-better than A
Here is an axiological approach to evaluating outcomes that makes sense of the
intuitions brought out above. This axiology makesuse of the concept of a limit, as
does Geometrism. On this approach, the value of an outcome is a function of the
average utility of those who exist on that outcome and the size of the population that
will exist. I think our examples show that we cannot ignore the total level of utility,
and we cannot ignore the average level of utility. The approach I Suggest combines
these two views in a novel way. I believe that we can do this, preserve many of the
features that make totalism appealing, and not run afoul of the Mere Addition Paradox.
I will show that this view avoids the Repugnant Conclusion I call this view
Asymptotic Bounded Totalism, Or ABT
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7.2 The Lunar Solution
Two facts determine the value of an outcome on this axiology: the size of the
population that would ever exist if that outcome were brought about, and the average
level of Utility on that outcome. These facts are combined to determine the outcome’s
value.
To determine the value of an outcome, I suggest the following First, calculate
the total net value of the outcome in the conventional way, as on Totalism. Divide this
sum by the total number of people who would ever exist on the outcome. This
quotient is the average level of utility of the outcome.
The assumption ofABT is that the value of any outcome at a given average
could not exceed some particular level We take that level to be the maximum value
or upper bound on the value of any outcome having that average. This level is
indicated by the horizontal line drawn in figure 13. The value at which the upper bound
is located is directly proportional to the average, so the higher the average, the higher
the maximal level is. An outcome having an average of B could not exceed the value
indicated by the horizontal line marked "Max B". This is a limit value for all outcomes
no matter how populous or unpopulated that have an average of B I propose that an
increasing function be drawn from the origin and asymptotic to the horizontal line that
is the limit value for all outcomes having that average. This curve gives the value of
outcomes at a B average. Consider curve fin figure 13. On this graph, the horizontal
axis represents the size of a population, and the vertical axis represents the value of the
outcome. The function that gives the value of an outcome increases as x increases, and
it approaches but never reaches its limit value. Each point on that curve represents a
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Figure 13. A First Example for ABT
population
population (x value) and the value that population would have (y value) at a B average
level of utility.
To find the value of an alternative, we proceed in the following way. Suppose
outcome O has an average level of utility of B units per person, and 100,000 people
exist on that outcome. The maximal value of any outcome at B units per person is
shown in figure 13 by a horizontal line at the maximal level. This line is labeled "Max
B". To find the value of O, we find the point on the f curve where the value ofx is
100,000. That is, we locate the size of the population on the x axis, then find the point
on f that is directly above that x value. The value ofO will be the y value at that point.
Since the value of an outcome depends on the population and the average, I shall refer
to the y-value as f (p, B) where p is the size of the population, and B is the average
level of utility of population p. When comparing two outcomes, the outcome with the
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greater y value is better. A best outcome is one that has no better alternative
Let me clarify one point before proceeding. I am not suggesting that an
outcome's average level of utility is the maximum value it could approach. That would
not be right The maximum level, max B, is the upper bound for any outcome having
that average. It is not the same as the average. The maximum value is directly
proportional to the average level of utility, not equal to it. The higher the average, the
higher the maximum level should be. The curved line that approaches the maximum
level is the function that gives the values of various populations at that average.
Suppose the line Max B is drawn where the value of y is 1,000,000 units. This could
correspond to a world where the average level of utility is very low, say .01 units per
person
It is important to understand how these curves work. Consider three outcomes,
01, 02, and 03. Their average utility level is the same, the outcomes differ with
respect to the numbers of people who will live. 03 has more people than 02, and 02
is larger than 01 by the same amount. 03 is better than 02, and 02 is better than 01
We can see this by considering figure 14. By inspection, 03 will always be located
above 02 and 01, so the y value of 03 will be greater than that of 02 or 01 03 is the
best of the alternatives. In cases where the average utility of outcomes is the same, the
implications of ABT coincide with many of the implications of totalism. This is so
because the value functions I suggest we use are increasing functions.
Corollary 1 : For any p>0, n > 0 and A > 0, f (p+n, A) is better than f (p, A).
More people at a given average is always better. This is consistent with common
sense.
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Figure 14. Three Outcomes
value
population
It is also true on ABT that adding utility to a given outcome is better than not
doing so, all other things being equal. At a fixed population, the y value of a higher
average will always be greater. The next corollary formulates this result.
Corollary 2: For any p > 0, A > 0 and u > 0, f (p, A+u) is better than f (p, A).
It is always good to add utility to an outcome.
Comparing outcomes at different averages is somewhat more complicated. The
location of the maximal level or upper bound is proportional to the average level of
utility of the outcome. Outcomes with higher averages are located on higher curves.
Consider figure 15, where fM is the value function for outcomes have an average ofM,
and fN is the value function for outcomes having an average of N. M exceeds N. FM is
higher than fN because for any x>0, ifM>N, then f (x,M)> f (x, N). This diagram
shows a comparison between outcome 01 where only 100,000 people would ever exist
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Figure 15. Two Outcomes at Distinct Averages
population
and the average level or utility is 100 units. Outcome 02 leads to the existence of
250,000 people with an average level of utility of 70 units. Outcomes at different
averages are located on different curves, but they are compared using y values. The y
value ofMax N is 70% of the y value ofMax M. At any particular population levels an
outcome with an average ofN is worse than an outcome at an average of M. However
the points show that 02 is better than 01 since F(250000, N) >F( 100000, M). At low
averages, the value of the outcome could never get very large no matter how many
people exist. High populations at high averages would be very valuable.
In cases where each population among a group of alternatives is large, the
implications of this theory approach averagism. Consider figure 16. In this case, the A
average is about three times C, and the average ofB is about twice that of C. Suppose
we had to compare three alternatives a, b, and c having averages A, B and C and
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Figure 16. Asymptotic Values Holding a Linear Relationship
populations P
a ,
Pb , and Pc respectively. They could be related as indicated by the points
illustrated in figure 6. At high population levels, the best outcome will be the one with
the highest average, f ( p a , A) is better than f (pb , B) which is better than f (pc , C). This
coincides with the intuition that once there are plenty of people, what counts is the
average standard of living.
There are many asymptotic functions having the crucial features I have
suggested. Figure 17 shows two competitors to f. F2 is initially steeper than the
original function presented. This illustrates a concern many people have. When the
population of a species is very small, many people believe it is right to go to great
lengths to save the remaining individuals and increase the population. At this level, if
we can add a few members to the population, it would probably be preferable to not
doing so. Adding a few members to a large population does not improve matters as
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Figure 17. Three Alternative Value Functions
value
population
much. F2 might be an explanation for this intuition. Others might claim that there is an
optimum population range. Increasing a very small population or a very large
population makes little moral difference, but in between the two extremes, increasing
the population has an effect similar to what it would be under totalism. This is reflected
in f3 . Note that f3 is asymptotic to Max B and also close to an indicator for the zero
value line for small populations. 1
We can vary the shape of the function so as to correspond to our intuitions. We
can also exaggerate or dampen the difference that a high or low average makes in
determining the value of an outcome. In figure 16, the relationship between the curves
is constant. The A average is three times that of C, so for any p, 3f (p, C) is the same
as f (p, A). This doesn't have to be true. Some feel that it is important that certain
basic needs are satisfied, and that changes made to improve a high standard of living
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Figure 18. Dampened Value Functions
value
Max A
Max B
Max C
population
are not as valuable. Figure 18 reflects this view. In this case as the average improves,
a higher curve is used, but the difference between the upper bounds is not linearly
proportionate to the difference between their utility levels. For any population p,
f (p, C) is worse than 3f (p, A) even though 3A=C. Notice that the corollaries
indicated above hold as well if we follow the suggestions made in the previous two
paragraphs. Ifwe decide to dampen high averages (fig. 18) or change the curvature of
the value function (figure 17) corollaries 1 and 2 are still true. Since these differences
will not affect the arguments in this paper, I will continue to appeal to the relationship
diagramed in figure 6. 2
To summarize, there are a number of interesting results that follow from
appealing to increasing asymptotic value functions that have upper bounds. First, at a
given average, it is always better to have more people rather than fewer. This is
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because curves such as these are increasing functions, increasing x always increases y.
This is also true on totalism.
Second, for a given population size, it is preferable to increase the average level
of utility rather than not to do so. Each curve corresponds to a different average utility
level The higher the average, the higher the y-value for a given population. This true
on totalism as well.
A third result is that at moderate or high population levels, it is not true that
doubling the population will double the value of the world. At a given utility level, it
would always be better if there were more people rather than fewer, but when the
population is already quite large, the value of the outcome does not improve
proportionate to the increase in the population 3
.
7.3 Some Advantages
Now I would like to present the accomplishments of ABT. This asymptotic
approach yields the important result that the Repugnant Conclusion is avoided. Figure
19 illustrates one way of looking at this. The average level of utility in A is very high,
the average level of utility in Z is very low. Each Z-life contains a very small amount of
whatever makes life worth living. The upper bound for populations at the A level of
utility is very many times the level of the upper bound for populations at the Z level.
Max A is at a high value, max Z is rather low. No matter how big the population of the
Z case is, it can never meet the level of a low population at the A level. Provided
f (pa , A) is greater than Max Z, f (pa , A) must be greater than f (p z, Z) for any possible
p z . Adding people to the Z alternative will improve the outcome (the y value increases
as x increases), but the value of such a world can never be made as great as a modest
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Figure 19. ABT Avoids the Repugnant Conclusion
value
population at the A average. Thus Z is not better than A. It is not the case that a
population at a very low level of utility can be made better than a population at a higher
average provided enough slightly happy people exist. The Repugnant Conclusion is
avoided.
In addition to avoiding the Repugnant Conclusion, ABT avoids some of the
pitfalls of averagism. Though Eve and Adam would have splendid lives, a much greater
population at a slightly lower level of utility would have a higher y value than the value
associated with a population of two. 4 The points in figure 20 illustrate this. Suppose
Eve and Adam have an A average, and the more populous world has a B average.
From the diagram it appears likely that f (2, A) is worse than f (1000000, B). The
problem ofEve and Adam is avoided.
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value
Figure 20. ABT Avoids some Problems with Averagism
population
I believe that this approach corresponds with other intuitions concerning
populations. It is never the case that adding people at the prevailing level of utility
makes things worse, assuming that the prevailing level is positive. However at high
populations, the difference adding a person makes will be very small. Many people
think that once population levels are large, there is not much improvement to be made
by adding more to the population level. It would most likely be better to put our
efforts into increasing the average of the existing population than it would be to add to
the population.
In addition to these virtues, ABT provides the best response to the Mere
Addition Paradox. To see how this approach supports our convictions on Mere
Addition, consider figure 21 . The horizontal lines marked Max A, Max B+, Max C+
and Max D+ are the upper bounds for the respective outcomes in figure 12. drawn at
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Figure 21. ABT and the Mere Addition Paradox
value
the limit or boundary value for an outcome at that average Since A has the highest
average, Max A has the greatest y value. For each average, a value function has been
drawn in the customary way. These curves are labeled fA , f
f
c+ and fD+ , one for
each of the alternatives in figure 12. Figure 21 shows one set of possible points that
indicate the relationship between A, B+, C+ and D+.
I believe that this method for determining the value of an outcome supports our
convictions in all the cases of mere addition. As this diagram indicates, the value of the
A outcome is less than the value of the D+ outcome, f (p A , A ) < f ( p D+ , D+). This
corresponds to the notion that D+ is a-better than A. As the diagram shows, f (p A , A )
is greater than f ( p c+ , O). A is somewhat better than C+. If there were more of the
better off people or fewer of the worse off people, C+ could be better than A. B+ is
clearly worse than A. No number of people at that average would be as good as A.
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Figure 22. One View ofMAP
ABT clearly implies that MAP is false. Sometimes it will be true that adding
extra people will improve the value of an outcome. D+ is better than A. This fits with
our intuitions about mere addition and inequality. For other population sizes and levels
of utility, it will be false that adding extra people at a lower average will improve an
outcome. B+ is worse than A.
There are several interpretations that ABT can give to the comparisons drawn
in the Mere Addition Paradox. Figure 22 diagrams the outcomes depicted in figure 8.
As the value functions indicate, f (p B , B) is greater than f (p A , A) which is greater than
f (p A+, A+). On this interpretation, SI is false, S2 is true, and S3 is false. There is no
paradox since all three statements are not true. It seems to me that there are two
alternatives to figure 22 for the populations A, B, and A+. Suppose we began with a
modest population in A. As figure 23 indicates, f (p A , A) is less than f (p B , B) which
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Figure 23. A Second View ofMAP
in turn is less than f (p A+ , A+). On this illustration, SI is true, and S2 and S3 are false.
Suppose we presume that the A population is already quite high. In this neighborhood
the results ofABT approximate averagism. In this case the relationship between the
alternatives is illustrated in figure 24. This shows that A is the best outcome, B is the
next best, and A+ the last of the three alternatives. On this interpretation, SI is false,
and S2 and S3 are true. On all these possibilities, there is no paradox because we
cannot make all three alternatives true. 5
My approach may seem cid hoc to some. It may seem that I have conveniently
defined the curves and picked the points representing populations and averages that
support my view. It seems to me that my claims are minimal and credible. I claim that.
1) there is a limit to how valuable a world could be at a given average, 2) a world’s
limit value is directly proportional to the average in the outcome, and 3) the best way
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Figure 24. A Third View ofMAP
value
population
to conceive of a value function is a curve from the origin that is asymptotic to that
limit. It could be that in figure 21, the population ofA is actually quite large, large
enough to put f (p A , A) above Max D+. This is certainly possible, but it is not an
effective criticism of the axiology. There are two responses. First, an enlarged PA
entails that PD+ will be larger as well. F (PD+ , D+) could exceed f (PA , A). If not, it will
be true that a different set of extra people can be imagined for which f (PD+ , D+) will
be better than f (PA , A). Second, MAP is disproven ifwe simply show one case where
an outcome increased by mere addition is worse than the original. B+ satisfies this
criterion.
Another objection is possible. It may appear counterintuitive that the more
extra people we add, the better the outcome becomes. For example ifwe double the
number of extra people in B+ to create B-H-, the population of B-H+ would be nearly
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twice that of B+. Since the value functions are increasing functions, B++ would be
better than B+. This seems wrong since we are getting a better outcome by adding
more of what made B+ worse than A, a large number of people with lives at the Z
level This impression is based on a misunderstanding of the theory it is not true that
B++ will be better than B+ More extra people at the Z level would lower the average
of the B++ world, putting that outcome on a lower curve More likely it would
actually turn out that B-H- is worse than B+. 6 This is as it should be
I believe that ABT resolves the problem posed by the Mere Addition Paradox. 7
Tn addition to these accomplishments, it is not hard to see that ABT does not suffer
from the Absurd Conclusion.
In this section T have reviewed the Repugnant Conclusion, the Mere Addition
Paradox and principle The paradox consisted of three claims, each of which seems
true, however the goup was inconsistent. They could not all be true ABT resolves the
problem by defeating the mere addition principle, the support for one of the claims that
make up the paradox, and ABT shows that we need not accept all three claims of the
paradox. It appears that at least one must be false depending on the relative
populations and average utility levels. In chapter 4 I indicated the problems associated
with Parfit's response were unacceptable. It is a significant achievement of ABT that
these problems are resolved
7.4 Some Problems
I have established that ABT is a promising axiology that solves the puzzles
considered above in a novel way that is sensible, consistent with our intuitions, and
theoretically sound. In this section I shall defend ABT against several objections. The
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objections concern the use of averages, indeterminacy and arbitrariness, the hermit
objection, and the case of the ancient Egyptians 8
7.4,1 Homogeneity
There are several concerns one might have about ABT One objection concerns
the assumption made at the outset, namely that the populations we are concerned with
are homogeneous. From the beginning examples have usually consisted of a single
large group, all of whose members are at the same level of utility. In cases where more
than one group was involved (the extra people in the mere addition paradox) we went
to great lengths to keep the groups separate and ignorant of one another’s utility levels,
and the causes for those differences. These examples oversimplify “real-world”
questions. They are about ideal cases that never actually exist. There are always many
people happier than the norm and some much happier than that. Some are much worse
off than the norm, and seem to suffer more than their share of hardships and difficulties
We never see populations in which everyone receives the same level of utility. ABT
cannot play a role in a normative ethical system because the assumptions made are too
far removed from real cases to be helpful at all.
This objection is a mixed combination of criticisms that resemble some of the
responses considered to the Repugnant Conclusion. It is true that qualitatively
homogeneous populations have been assumed, however this isn't problematic. 9 This is
simply an analytic device that enables one to compare groups of populations without
resorting to an excessively statistical structure. We could have stipulated mean and
median utility levels, discussed deviation from the norm, and types of equality.
Inequality is a worthy topic, but it is beyond the scope of this work, The notion that
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any outcome has a moral average no matter how utility is distributed over its
population is coherent and helpful. Tt makes no difference how we decide to evaluate
and include inequality and the way it comes about in determining the value of an
outcome T believe that there is a moral average for the group. Could it be true that
some populations have no moral average? There is no utility level such that, if
everyone were at that level, the homogeneous outcome is just as good as the non-
homogeneous outcome? I don't believe so. Utility, preference satisfaction, happiness,
whatever consequentially take to be the valuable stuff of our moral activities, seems
to admit degrees in a continuous way. We can have more or less utility, and we
conceive of it increasing or decreasing by very small amounts There are no holes or
gaps in the value of the experiences we have in our lives. AMA is a useful axiom
because it allows us to refer to any population’s moral average. It is true that an
individual's decision does not often bring about or fail to bring about whole
populations. However, societal decisions do bring' about or fail to bring about large
numbers of people, change which groups of people live where, and alter their levels of
happiness. This theory is clearly useful in making those decisions.
I also dispute the claim that this theory does not illuminate an individual's
decision In the introduction I sketched the practical ways that the questions in this
work are raised Here is one. Recall the case of the hospital administrator allocating
resources to one of two programs. One program will prolong the lives of many elderly
patients at the ends of their lives for a short time. The alternative is to fund a program
that enables two infants to live full, high quality lives. If the elderly are helped, their
lives are extended for a year and the two children are allowed to die If the infants are
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helped, the elderly die a year earlier than they could have. Which program should be
flmded? ABT can help to clarify which program would be more or less valuable than
the other. This, it seems to me, is a practical problem the likes of which are faced by
people every day. This theory allows us to compare outcomes with different numbers
and different averages. This is a stumbling block for many consequentialisms, it is
minimized on ABT.
7.4.2 Indeterminacy
Another objection concerns fuzziness. One might claim that the theory
presented is not a theory at all but a confusing sketch that fails to show which
alternatives are better than others. We are supplied with figure 13, then we are told
that the value function f could be any of those in figure 17 or figure 18 When we
consider a big achievement of the theory, defeating the MAP, we are supplied with
three charts in figures 22-24, and told that the answer depends on the size of the A
population Is it relatively high or low? Surely this approach is too sketchy to
constitute a clearly articulated theory of value The view suffers from excessive
indeterminacy.
It seems to me that the primary task of moral theory is to identify what it is that
makes a right act right. The main problem in this dissertation has been this: given
consequentialism, how do we compares values of various populations and distributions
of utility that result from our acts? We identified several pressing population puzzles. I
made it my aim to define and explain a family of asymptotic value functions on which
the puzzles identified are no longer problematic. Knowing how to evaluate and
compare outcomes with different populations and averages assists in identifying what
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makes a right act right. In doing so. I've pointed out how some intuitions about
populations can be theoretically explained by the shape and position of the value
function we select. The indeterminacy I have left unresolved does not detract from my
argument, it demonstrates the flexibility of the approach ABT solves the problems in
which we are interested and defeats the Mere Addition Paradox. No matter how big
the populations are, the three claims cannot be true at once. It makes no difference if
one prefers the relationship between the curves like that of figure 17 or figure 18,
MAP and the Repugnant Conclusion fall to asymptotic value functions as I have
defined them. The problems posed by these puzzles are no longer problematic.
7.4.3 The Hermit
Let us reconsider the case of the hermit
.
10 We have the option of creating a
person with a very low level of utility, below the average level of utility experienced by
others. His life is relatively short and he is in a constant struggle to survive, and he
would not alter the utilities of others. He would be a hermit. The alternative to this is
to do nothing. We do not have the option of creating a happier person who would
have a positive effect on others.
Is the world with the hermit more valuable or less valuable than the world
without? Geometrism and totalism entail that the world with the hermit is better. It is
always better. Creating him increases the geometric value and also the total utility
level, and the only option has no affect. In some cases, ABT implies the world with the
hermit would be less valuable, and in other cases ABT implies that it would be better to
create him. If the population is great enough, adding a person at a much lower utility
level might decrease the value of the world. 11 If p^h and A+h are the population and the
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average of the world that includes the Hermit, then it might be the case that f (p. h , A h )
is less than f (p, A). So the world with the hermit would be worse than the world
without him
On the other hand, if it is true that the average of the world without the hermit
is close to the average of the world with the hermit, and neither population is terribly
large, then it could be that the world with the hermit is better than the one without.
F (Pu» A+h ) is greater than f (p, A). Just the right combination of factors could lead
one to the conclusion that f (p+h , A+h ) is just as good as f (p, A). The world with the
hermit is equivalent to the one without. ABT entails that it sometimes diminishes the
value of the world to add the hermit to it, sometimes it makes it better, and sometimes
it does not make a moral difference.
The hermit problem is the main difference between Geometrism and ABT.
Both axiologies avoid the Repugnant Conclusion, but Geometrism entails that any
world is improved by the addition of the hermit. Commentators claim that asymptotic
theories are refuted by the case of the hermit. This is because the theory entails that it
would sometimes be right and sometimes be wrong to create him. 12 I believe that
ABT's position is the better one. On Geometrism, HI and H2 are both true, and
inequality is rewarded. ABT denies HI and supports H2. All concerned want to avoid
the Repugnant Conclusion. Z is not better than A. If it is always better to include the
Hermit in the world, and we could repeat the act many times over many years, then it
would be possible to bring about a world the same size as Z and at the same average.
This does not seem right if we want to avoid the Repugnant Conclusion ABT yields
better results here.
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7-4.4 The Ancient Egyptians
After the Hermit objection, the second most common objection to this view is
the case of the Ancient Egyptians
.
13
Let us imagine that a couple is considering having
a child. The couple accurately know the child’s lifetime utility level. Let us suppose
that, all things considered, the child will have no net affect on others. I shall refer to
the population where the child is not created as "p", and the population where the child
is created as "p+l
",
and their respective averages as W and W+. Whether or not they
should have the child depends on how the values of the worlds with and without the
child compare. These values depend on some facts about ancient Egyptians. If there
were very many of them, and their quality of life was much lower than the child's
expected utility, then W+ > W. The average utility level of the larger world would be
higher than the smaller one. Since having the child increases the populations and the
average, then f (p+l,W+) is more desirable than f (p,W) for all p. The world would be
improved if the child were added to it.
However, if there were very many Egyptians and they had very happy lives,
then it is possible that the child's utility level could worsen the average, W+ < W. It
could turn out that the value of the higher population at the lower average would be
less than the world in which the child did not live, and the average is better because of
that. In this case the world would be worse if the child were in it. So it appears that on
ABT, the values of the outcomes we bring about depend on the lives and number of
Ancient Egyptians. Since this is absurd, the theory is unacceptable.
This objection seems strong in part because of the absurdity of the idea that we
need to know facts about the distant past in order to know the value of the world as it
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IS and will be. Facts about the past should not affect the values of our alternatives, nor
what is right or wrong for us to do now, at least not in the way they affect us in this
case. This objection is convincing.
The utilitarian's best response is to claim that the objection misrepresents the
theory. The Ancient Egyptians are not among those who follow from any alternative
available to us. This theory does not take "exist" in the timeless sense. It is not all
those who have, do or will exist whom we include in finding the values of the
alternatives open to us. We include in our determinations of value all those who exist
now and would exist if we performed the act in question. Consider the utility of those
individuals, sum the net utilities of their experiences ifwe carried out the act, and
divide by the number of individuals who do or will exist to get the average. This is the
theory. It is more future-oriented than some utilitarianisms.
This theory avoids the problem of the Ancient Egyptians. However great or
small their numbers or utility levels, their lives would have no direct bearing on the
values of the lives lived now or in the future It is not the case that an archeologist's
findings could affect the values of our alternatives.
The objection can be rephrased
.
14
Imagine a similar case of the Future
Egyptians. The same couple is deciding whether or not to have a child We shall
assume that the decision to have the child will not affect the numbers or quality of lives
of the future Egyptians. The values associated with these possibilities appear to depend
on the population and quality of life of future Egyptians.
Suppose that there will be very many future Egyptians, and they will not lead
happy lives. In fact, the child this couple would have would have a life better than the
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average quality of life now and into the future. Having the child would thus increase
the average level of utility, and it would increase the population. Since W+ is better
than W, then f (p+l,W+) is better than f (p, W). The world would be better with the
child in it. This is because it is always better to have more people at a higher average
The difficulty is this. Suppose that there are very many future Egyptians, and
their quality of life is actually quite high. The child this couple would have would
lower the average level of utility. In this situation, the curve determining the value of
the larger population is beneath the curve containing the value of the smaller
population. Depending on the curves and the population levels, it could be worse if the
child joins the world Since W+ < W, it is not true that f (p+1, W+) is better than
f(p, W) for all p
It is true that on this theory, the values of our alternatives depend on the lives
and numbers of future Egyptians. In some cases having the child would improve the
outcome, and in others it would make the outcome worse.
Perhaps there is nothing objectionable to the claim that evaluating outcomes
depends on the lives of future Egyptians. Let us consider an analogous situation and a
familiar theory that is more accessible. Suppose that we try to convince a totalist that
his axiology is false, and to do that we ask him to consider the case of a couple trying
to decide whether or not to have a child whose life would be worth living. Suppose
they knew that, with one exception, any child they would have would have no net
positive or negative effect on others. The exception is this. The child would
unknowingly pass a lethal disease to some Ethiopians who do not yet exist. The extent
of the negative effect would depend on the number of Ethiopians alive at that time. We
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know that this would have a profound effect on the lives and utility of the affected
Ethiopians.
This case seems to provide us with an objection analogous to the case of the
Future Egyptians. If there will be some future Ethiopians who will be adversely
affected by the child, then totalism entails that the world with the child in it is of less
value than the world without him. If many people die premature deaths and more are
hurt, surely this loss of utility could not be outweighed by whatever net lifetime utility
levels the child will have. If there will be no Ethiopians in the future, then the world
would be improved with the child in it. If totalism is true, then the value of the act of
adding the child depends on the lives and number of future Ethiopians. This is absurd,
so we have to reject this theory.
As I see it, this is not a good objection to totalism. It is true that on totalism as
well as ABT, evaluations depend on certain facts about future people, but it seems to
me that in the case of totalism, this is right. There'is a direct relationship between the
amount of utility there would otherwise be in the world and the number of Ethiopians
who will be alive. It is not absurd that the facts about those who will exist are
important to establishing the value of the act. This objection does not work.
We might think that since the objection from a dependency on future
populations fails against totalism, it also fails against the ABT axiology. However, I do
not believe that this is the case. In the Ethiopian example, the act considered might
lead to considerable harm, the existence and magnitude of which would be determined
by the future population. The same thing is not true in the case of the future Egyptians.
There is no relationship between any damage done and the number of future Egyptians
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The child could have the effect of making the world a worse place - and this does not
seem right in this case. The argument by analogy fails in this case. The dependency
objection based on future Egyptians holds up. The objection remains. 15
7.4.5 Temporal Inconsistencies
Another objection concerns changing evaluations of outcomes As in the
previous example, a couple is deciding whether or not to have a child In this case it
would be years before they would bring the child into the world 16 We shall refer to
that time as t2 . The couple is considering the best course of action now, at t0 . For the
sake of argument, we shall assume that the child's net effect on others is zero, and she
will have no children of her own. When the couple decides at t0 whether or not to have
a child at t2 , they need to decide if the world with the child in it would be better off,
worse off, or neither. If we can anticipate that there will be very large populations
coming into existence no matter what we do, whether or not to include the child will
depend on the child's average level of utility. This is because at large populations, the
evaluations ofABT approach averagism. The child’s average level of utility might be
quite good, in fact better than the average of all those who exist at t0 , and better than
the average from t0 on. The world at t0 might not be a very happy place. Based on the
average from t0 , the couple should have the child at t2 . However, it could turn out that
due to plagues or advances in the treatment of painful illnesses, many of those pulling
down the average between t0 and t2 pass away or experience a huge improvement in
their quality of life. At tj between t0 and t2 the same couple may reconsider whether or
not it will be desirable to have a child at t2 . The future average could have changed so
dramatically that at t„ bringing that child into the world would pull down the average.
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Provided the population is sufficient, it would lower the value of the world should the
child join it Thus, it appears that there is a temporal inconsistency in our evaluations
of outcomes that include the child At some times it would make the world a better
place, and at other times it would worsen the world This is problematic. It either
improves the world to have the child in it, or it does not. It should not turn out that at
one time it improves the world to add the child, and at other times it does not As
Hudson writes, "a moral theory should give us a single timeless evaluation which is
valid for everyone regardless of his location in time ." 17
One response to this objection is to note that there is an error being made that
resembles the problem of the Ancient Egyptians It appears that facts about the past
ate being used to evaluate worlds inappropriately T0 and t2 are years apart, yet we are
using the world average from t0 to t2 in deciding the value of events occurring at T and
beyond This isn't right The question is whether the world from t2 is a better one with
or without the child in it Given the circumstances of the situation, the couple should
not have the child
Many people will find this response unsatisfying since it does not seem to meet
the challenge. Part of the problem seems to be that the couple, thinking that bringing
the child into the world at t2 is better than not doing so, would most likely begin to
make plans and prepare for parenthood These preparations might include moving,
changing or quitting jobs, or preparing a room for use as a nursery. It seems that any
theory of value would be very strange if the best alternatives included preparing for a
baby, and then not having it.
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The situation can be redescribed in a more realistic way. A couple is wondering
about having a child As with any thoughtful agent, they consider the alternatives
before them from the standpoint of t0 . Many possible sequences of decisions are
available to them Shall we start a family? If so, when? What changes shall we make?
Who will the primary caregiver be? As any parent knows, some times are much better
than others for having children. There are many decisions to be made, the
consequences of which a utilitarian would deem to have moral weight These factors
include the child's prospects for a happy life, her effects on others, what offspring she
might have and their prospects for a happy life When we make decisions like these, I
believe we ought to consider the values of the paths before us Each of those paths is a
possible world, a chain of experiences, events and decisions from t 0 on In considering
population questions, we have discovered that the average level of happiness and the
total prospective population are among the moral factors Here are a few of the
couple's alternatives. One possibility is that they have no child at all, another is that
they have the child as near to t0 as possible, or at t, or t2 . Recall that there are many
people alive at t0 and after who aren't particularly happy or well-off There is a steady
improvement in the average level of utility from b to t2 to the point where the world
average from t 2 is greater than the utility of the new child Now we are in a position to
compare having no child, having a child at t0 , having a child at t,, or having a child at t 2 .
Figure 25 illustrates the situation as I see it The worst average is the outcome where
no child exists. I have labelled this curve 'no'. From t0 the child would increase the
average level of utility, so the next highest curve is the 'with' curve. This is the world
that includes the child Clearly it will be a better world if the child is in it, it is always
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Figure 25. The Happy Child
value
with
population
better to have more people at a higher average. The couple is also considering having
the child at tj or t 2 . These are alternative paths for the couple to follow. They are
making this decision from t0 . Populations on the two alternatives are identical with the
'with' alternative. It seems to me that the value functions would be only the slightest bit
higher or lower than the 'with' curve, and I have not included them. This results from
only minute changes in the lives of those involved. For example the couple might
decide to have the child at tj for career reasons. The fact that there is a rising utility
level as time goes on does not make a moral difference. Considering the average level
of utility from t0 , the child, whenever she joins the world, improves it.
7.4.6 Irrelevant Information
There is a different interpretation we can give to previous criticisms that might
help to improve the objection. Perhaps the intuition behind the objection is that the
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method being applied is inappropriate for the groups involved Consider the Hermit
example Deciding whether or not the world is a better place with the hermit in it
means that one must evaluate the utility the hermit receives, add it to the world total
and divide by the number of people. We also consider the average utility of the world
if the hermit were not a part of it However, the total isolation of the hermit seems to
indicate that this information is (or should be) irrelevant
. Neither group knows of the
other groups' existence, and no injustices were committed in making one entity better
or worse off than another. The case of the Egyptians is similar Why should
information about their lives affect what we do now? It should not We are so
separated with respect to both space and time that the averages of the Hermit and the
Egyptians are irrelevant to the value of the outcomes on which they exist
The crux of the complaint seems to be that putting two populations together to
get a new average is indefensible because the groups are separated by space or time
This separation shows that the method of averaging the total of those who exist is in
error. The fact that the Hermit lowers the average is irrelevant. His life is worth living,
and the change in the average is irrelevant, so he should always be added This might
be what Parfit has in mind when he writes "Research in Egyptology cannot be relevant
to our decision whether to have children ." 18 Commentators seem to support this view.
Hudson adds that the theory "demands a counterintuitive procedure, and will often
yield a counterintuitive result ." 19
This is a common sentiment that needs to be addressed I believe it is tempting
to ignore people we don't know much about when making our moral decisions I
would hope that if history has taught us anything, it has taught us the dangers of such a
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practice. Given careful consideration, I believe that most thoughtful people would
reject this idea Suppose I could raise the utility levels of those around me and the only
cost is the creation of a slave who would come into existence in 100 years The slave
would have a life worth living that is filled with labor. 20 Would it be right to ignore the
slave's utility levels when making a decision? I do not think so 21
7 4 7 Time of Existence
Let us consider the case of the happy hermit
. He has a life much like the hermit
considered above, but he has quite a good life. He is happier than the prospective
norm We have the ability to bring the happy hermit into the world at any time
Wouldn't it be better if the hermit were added during a time when the average is low?
Suppose we could create him at a time of wealth, or at a time of relative scarcity The
hermit would be above the norm in either case, but it appears that it would be better to
create him when the average was low, since the utility he contributes to the average
(and the limit of the value of the outcome) will do more to raise the average than if he
were created at a time when the average were higher
To clarify this objection we shall consider a specific example. Imagine that no
matter what we do, two populations will come into existence, then the world will end
The first group exists from now, t„
,
for 100 years, until t
rti 100 . The second group
exists for the following 100 years, until t nl200 . Each group has 100 people, the first
group exists at a utility level of 50, and the second group at a level of 100 Suppose
the utility level of the happy hermit is 105 It appears that we should bring him into
existence sooner rather than later because his existence will significantly improve the
average of the first group, but would only have a limited effect on the second Why
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should rt make a difference when a person who will know no one and affect no one
exists? It seems absurd to claim that there is a difference in outcomes depending on
when he comes into existence.
This objection also misses the mark There are some forms of averagism
against wliich this objection might work, but it fails in this case Some averagisms
appeal to the mean of the instantaneous average The instantaneous average can be
thought of this way At each moment in time, we sum the net values of the utilities of
everyone existing at that moment, and divide by the number of people alive at that time
We could probably find reasons to like this axiology, but tins is not the averagism used
in ABT On ABT's averagism, we simply sum the lifetime utility levels of those who
exist if we do the act, and divide by the number of people. In the example given, 200
people will exist no matter what we do, half at 50 units and half at 100 No matter how
we do the calculations, the sum and the number of people remains the same It does
not change the value of the alternatives, or make a Bigger difference to the value of the
outcome if we have the happy hermit now or later.
7.5 Conclusions
For eonsequentialists, ABT appears to be the strongest theory of value that
avoids the Repugnant Conclusion and satisfies our intuitions on other questions of
populations The theory defeats the Mere Addition Paradox in an intuitively appealing
way. Of the objections considered here, the problem of the future Egyptians is the
most challenging. I am inclined to believe that this dependency problem is not as bad as
the problems associated with rival axiologies, namely the failure to avoid the
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Repugnant Conclusion and accepting the hermit objection It seems that AST is the
best axiology for a eonsequentialist to hold
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Endnotes
1
Pier Rawlings has suggested in conversation that another alternative is an f
curve that is asymptotic to a certain level, but the curve actually crosses the asymptote
betore approaching it This would produce a range of high quality possibilities, and at
most a single best alternative. This is diagramed in figure X One drawback of this
alternative it the implication that for many values, there are actually two populations
that would create a world with that value.
2
There are a number of interesting families of functions with the properties
required for the value functions in these figures. The standard function I am using for
my diagrams is Arctan x. For example, figure 3 is a diagram of Arctan( 01 x) using the
domain (0, 500). Other possibilities include: 1 - ( 1/2)
x
,
kx (x + 1)' ! where k is a
constant, and Celkx (1 + Cekx )
1
where C and k are constants. In figure 7, f2 is an
example of kx (x + I )
1
,
and f3 is an example of Ce** (1 + CeP* )
_1
. lam indebted to
Bill Enos for bringing the latter function to my attention. It is a graph that illustrates
the spread of a rumor I dampened the functions in figure 8 using logarithms.
3 ABT as presented in 7. 1 is essentially the same as Hurka’s view. Comments
Hurka makes about that view are what Sider is responding to in his paper on
Geometrism One problem not addressed here is the following I have criticized
Geometrism for failing to generate the right results in cases of inequality, yet my view
does not account for differences in equality It seems to me that one could simply use
an outcome’s moral average rather than the simple mathematical average in
determining the limit value on ABT This view is unique and considerably more
powerful than ABT since we could compare non-homogeneous outcomes Thanks to
Phil Bricker for pointing out this inconsistency,
4
Sider, p 267.
5 Suppose we try to imagine a case where there is a contradiction. If SI is true,
then imagine a line connecting f (p A , A) to f (p A+ , A+). This line is roughly horizontal.
Since S2 is true, f (p B , B) must fall above the line However, for S3 to be true, f (p B ,
B) must fall below f (p A , A). This isn't possible, so it appears that there is no problem.
6
This depends on the size of the initial population, the new average and the rate
at which the curves converge.
7 The Mere Addition Paradox was originally formulated as an objection against
theories that solve the Repugnant Conclusion. Take A and B as an adjacent pair of
outcomes in which the more populous alternative is worse than the less populous
alternative. Let the number of extra people in A+ be the same as PB - PA . Then S1,S2,
and S3 all seem true, yet they are contradictory. Parfit used this as a reductio argument
against the notion that a theory could solve the Repugnant Conclusion. If we stipulate
that PB = PAr , then B is always better than A+ because the x values are always the
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same and the B curve is always above the A+ curve. My conception of the paradox is
broader because the "extra people" under mere addition can be a group of any size
^We can also do the opposite and reward outcomes at higher averages. This is
indicated in the following diagram. A third objection that I take to be extremely strong
against average utilitarianism seems to be thought by some to be an objection to
theories like mine (Hudson p. 130,13 1, n 6) I call this the Sniper example It seems
that it might be permissible to kill off people who are under the average in order to
increase the average level of utility. It seems to me that this is a good objection to
average utilitarianisms, but it does not hold against the theory I have presented here A
certain population at a given level of utility is not always better than a higher
population at a lower level of utility
9
Reconfiguring AJ3T to use the moral average and not the mathematical
average of an outcome solves this problem. See note 3 above.
10 See Sider, Hudson and Hurka.
11
More precisely, Sider writes "sometimes the world can be made worse by
simply adding a new person with a life utility which is positive, but below the simple
average level" (267)
Sider, Theodore "Might Theory X be a Theory of Diminishing Marginal
Value?" Analysis 51(4), O 91, p.268. See also Hudson, p. 1 30.
13
This is due to Derek Parfit Reasons and Persons Oxford 1984, p.42Q, and
James Hudson "The Diminishing Marginal Value of Happy People" Philosophical
Studies , 51 (1987): 123-137, see pp 1 29-130
14 Hudson suggests this, p 130.
15
It is not clear to me how to make out an adequate response to this objection.
One route is to calculate the average in a different way, perhaps by appealing to some
calculation using the instantaneous average However, it couid turn out that the child
is wonderfully happy, just not quite as happy as the current or foreseeable average. Of
course, this is a problem inherent to averageisms
16
This problem is recognized by Hudson and Hurka as a serious problem for
both averagistie utilitarianisms and axiologies like mine. This is known by some as the
problem of temporal inconsistencies.
17 Hudson, p. 128.
18
Parfit, R-easons and Persons
,
p.420.
19 Hudson p. 130.
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20
21
See Parfit on the Conservation/Depletion cases.
After careful reflection 1 see that there may be more to this objection than my
comments admit. Possibly the problem is that the objector is confusing the purpose of
moral theory in identifying right acts with the practical role theory plays in decision
making. The former is the correct approach and the one that I have applied here. The
latter may not be the same as the former. This view of the objection is supported by
Hudson’s comment that the theory demands a particular procedure. It doesn’t
Thanks to Phil Bricker for noting this weakness in my response in the text
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